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ABSTRACT 
This thesis examines the thought of the Spanish philosopher-theologian Ignacio 
Ellacuría, one of the so-called second generation of Latin-American liberation 
theologians. The focus is on Ellacuría’s intention to construct a Christian interpretation of 
salvation that is conceptually relevant to, and capable of making a practical difference in, 
our challenging historical and political realities. This intention was formed in the wake of 
the Vatican’s 1984 “Instruction on Certain Aspects of the Theology of Liberation” 
(Libertatis nuntius), in which the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith charged that 
liberation theology eliminates the transcendent aspects of salvation by falling prey to an 
exclusively this-worldly (and often Marxist class-struggle) account of liberation. 
Ellacuría confronted this challenge in a comprehensive way through an analysis of the 
philosophy of his mentor, philosopher Xavier Zubiri. In this way, Ellacuría interpreted 
transcendence as being within historical reality not just beyond it. This then forges a 
direct link between transcendence, understood intra-historically, and the struggle for 
social justice for the poor majorities in contexts of systemic oppression. For Ellacuría, 
this struggle is the historical manifestation and proper meaning of the Reign of God. 
v 
This dissertation begins by locating Ellacuría’s intellectual work in the dual 
context of El Salvador and his own biography. It then expounds Zubiri’s philosophy of 
historical reality before explaining Ellacuría’s deployment of it to reinterpret salvation 
and liberation. It concludes with an analysis of the ethical implications of Ellacuría’s 
approach. The three-fold thesis of the dissertation is that (1) Zubiri’s philosophy of 
historical realism is coherent and relevant to the Christian understanding of salvation and 
liberation, (2) Ellacuría’s adaptation of Zubiri’s philosophy is a creative and intellectually 
compelling solution to an exceptionally difficult conceptual problem, and (3) Ellacuría’s 
theological achievement has precisely the ethical implications that he believed it did, 
namely, that there can be no separation between the Kingdom of God and this-world 
liberative movements on behalf of the poor and oppressed. 
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 1 
INTRODUCTION 
Johann Baptist Metz, in speaking of the “dangerous Christ” (gefärlich Christus), 
draws upon the extra-canonical saying from Jesus handed down by Origen; “Whoever is 
close to me, is close to the fire; whoever is far from me, is far from the Kingdom.”1 In 
commenting upon this he adds, 
I understand this saying as a condensed commentary on New Testament 
apocalypse. It is dangerous to be close to Jesus, it threatens to set us afire, to 
consume us. And only in the face of this danger does the vision of the Kingdom 
of God that has come near in him light up. Danger is clearly a fundamental 
category for understanding his life and message, and for defining Christian 
identity. The lightening bolt of danger lights the whole biblical landscape, 
especially the New Testament scene. Danger and being in danger permeate every 
New Testament statement. Thus the discipleship stories of the synoptics are not, 
as everyone knows, entertaining stories, and neither are they edifying: rather they 
are stories in the face of danger, danger stories. They do not invite one just to 
ponder, but to follow, and only in risking this Way, do they manifest their saving 
mystery.
2
 
The release of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith’s “Instruction on 
Some Aspects of the Theology of Liberation” (Libertatius nuntius) in August 1984 fell as 
a thunder clap upon many dioceses in Chile, including that of Concepción, under the 
leadership of Archbishop José Manuel Santos O.C.D. and Auxiliary Bishop Alejandro 
Goic. Within days of its release, the bishops invited clergy and pastoral workers to a 
consultation to reflect upon the document and its implications. At that time alarm ran 
high as many of the invitees, including myself, committed in one form another to 
                                                 
1 Johann Baptist Metz, “On the Way to a Post-idealist Theology”, in A Passion for God: The 
Mystical-Political Dimension of Christianity, ed. and trans., J. Matthew Ashley, (New York: Paulist, 1998), 
47. 
2 Ibid., 48. 
2 
 
liberation thought and praxis could only speculate upon what the instruction might mean. 
Some of these pastoral workers, to use Origen’s words, had experienced what it meant to 
be scorchingly close to the fire, running very real risks in Pinochet’s Chile, where the 
dictator himself had publicly said, “Not a single leaf moves in this country without my 
knowledge.”3 
At that meeting, many things were said, but perhaps the most memorable insight 
was that of Santos himself, who proffered that what was essential to the document was 
not just its claim of Marxist influence upon some liberation thought, but more importantly, 
the challenge concerning transcendence. Almost prophetically, he pointed out that the 
most important task ahead for liberation thinkers and practitioners was to think through 
the question of Christian transcendence in new ways, so that liberation thought, for which 
he had some sympathy, could not be targeted as soteriologically reductionist, substituting 
liberation for salvation. For Santos, soteriology stood at the heart of the problem. 
Perhaps Santos had already read some of Ellacuría’s work around this issue, I 
certainly had not. Nevertheless, his words stayed with me as I constantly reflected upon 
what was for me a crucial new question. It was not until some years later in numerous 
visits to San Salvador, where I worked on short-term bases for the organization Diakonía 
that I began to become familiar with Ellacuría’s earlier works. In one article in particular, 
he wrote, 
                                                 
3 “No se mueve ni una hoja sin que yo sepa.” This almost became a mantra in the discourse of the 
dictatorship. 
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The theology of liberation understands itself as a reflection of faith upon the 
reality and historical action of the people of God, who follow the work of Jesus in 
the announcement and realization of the reign. It understands itself as an action of 
the people of God in following the work of Jesus, and as Jesus did, it tries to 
secure a living connection between the world of God and the human world. (my 
italics)
4
 
Put at its simplest, this function of liberation theology as securing a living 
connection between the world of God and the human world, the building of an integralist 
understanding, is precisely what I seek to investigate in this dissertation. Fundamental to 
this is Ellacuría’s brilliant attempt to speak coherently and soundly about the transcendent 
in relation to the historical, where all intramundane reality is ultimately rooted in the 
reality of God and where transcendence is not “away from the world,” but very much “in” 
it. The significance of this can hardly be overstated. While Vatican II responded to the 
dualisms inherent in the traditionally extrinsic view of grace in Catholic theology, 
Ellacuría took the task forward through overcoming the dualisms in the narrow view of 
historical reality itself. 
My intention is to seek to trace this re-positioning of transcendence; first in 
Ellacuría’s philosophical underpinnings, located in the philosophical realism of the 
Spaniard, Xavier Zubiri; second in his own philosophical development in and through his 
philosophy of history, political philosophy and philosophy of liberation; and then finally 
in his theological application, in the discussion of theology as historical soteriology. 
                                                 
4 Ellacuría, “La Iglesia de los pobres, sacramento histórico de liberación” in Mysterium 
liberationis, Vol. 2, eds., Ignacio Ellacuría and Jon Sobrino, (San Salvador: UCA Editores, 1993), 127, my 
translation, first published in “Estudios Centroamericanos”, No.348-349, (1977), 707-722. Also quoted in 
Kevin F. Burke S.J. “Christian Salvation and the Disposition of Transcendence: Ignacio Ellacuría’s 
Historical Soteriology,” in Love That Produces Hope: The Thought of Ignacio Ellacuría, eds., Kevin F. 
Burke and Robert Lasalle-Klein, 169-170. 
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In Part One of the dissertation, “A Land of Crosses”, the first chapter, ‘El 
Salvador: A Land of Crosses,” addresses the country’s history with special emphasis 
upon the period 1969 to 1979, the year of San Salvador’s archbishop, Oscar Romero’s 
assassination. Important in this will be consideration of the place of the land in the 
country’s political economy and the changing place of the church in the debate, 
especially in and through progressive Catholicism and the person of Romero himself. 
In the second chapter, “El Salvador’s Progressive Catholicism: Theological 
Foundations and Ethics,” I explicitly address the place and function of progressive 
Catholicism in El Salvador and the particular theological themes that dominated the 
consciousness of its members prior to and during the period of the civil war from 1979 to 
1992.
5
 In particular, I seek to discuss the themes of history as one, an anticipation of 
Ellacuría’s own thought, and martyrdom, a point of controversy in contemporary 
Catholic theology, reflected in the diverse interpretations of Romero’s own death, not to 
mention Ellacuría’s Important to keep in mind here is how the Salvadoran context in 
general, Romero’s witness, and the theological constructs of Salvadoran progressive 
                                                 
5 The term “progressive Catholicism” is one that has been used by scholars engaged in the 
sociology of religion in referring to a particular sector within Latin American national churches, usually but 
not always exclusive to the Catholic tradition. It is a term that is roughly synonymous with other terms used 
by social scientists and theologians, such as the popular Church, the radical Church, the grass-roots Church 
and the Church of the poor. Mainwaring and Wilde note that the progressive Church is not a distinct entity, 
separate from the Church as a whole. In so saying they underscore, “With few exceptions the progressive 
Church does not eschew the institutionality of the Church as a whole but rather has attempted to develop an 
alternative conception of that institutionality.” They add that there are three basic characteristics shared by 
the progressive Church despite its diversity throughout Latin America. These are “an emphasis upon small 
local religious groups known as ecclesial base communities (CEBs), an adherence to liberation theology, 
and the belief that the Church must assume a political responsibility to promote social justice.” Scott 
Mainwaring and Alexander Wilde, The Progressive Church in Latin America (Notre Dame, Indiana: 
University of Notre Dame Press, 1988), 1-37. 
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Catholicism in particular, stand as crucial factors in comprehending the framework and 
themes of much of Ellacuría’s own thought and action.6 
Having examined the historical reality of El Salvador and the character of 
progressive Catholicism, the third chapter, “Ignacio Ellacuría: Companion of Jesus, 
Theologian, Martyr,” considers Ellacuría’s own story; the influences, both personal and 
intellectual, that made him the man he was. In particular, I expend some effort in 
explaining Karl Rahner’s influence upon Ellacuría; a factor that to my mind has been 
understated. 
It has been said that Ellacuría was both a philosophical theologian and a 
theological philosopher. That being so, it is clear that in order to penetrate his scheme of 
thought, the most helpful approach is through the ‘philosophical window’ that in its own 
way frames or grounds his theological soteriology.
7
 Part Two, “Bearing the Weight of 
Reality in History,” refers to philosophy’s concrete role in facing up to and hearing the 
cry of historical reality. It involves discussion and analysis of his understanding of 
                                                 
6 The relationship between liberation theology and Salvadoran progressive Catholicism in general 
and Ellacuría and the progressive Church in particular is a complex issue. To suggest that it was simply a 
process of the theologians reflecting upon the themes established by the popular Church, would be far too 
simplistic. Indeed in contrast with his Jesuit colleagues such as Ignacio Martín-Baró, Juan Ramón Moreno, 
and Amando López, Ellacuría was one who kept his distance from the popular Church. One of the many 
criticisms aimed at him was that he remained aloof from it. Carlos Cabarrús, in an interview with Teresa 
Whitfield, acknowledged this in saying, “He was capable of winning any argument, of forcing you to 
accept that night was day. He’d tell you that in order to defend the struggle of the poor one didn’t actually 
have to spend time with the poor. In his case it was probably so, but his was a very special case. The rest of 
us mortals are not like that,” Conversation with the theologian Carlos Cabarrús, Teresa Whitfield, Paying 
the Price: Ignacio Ellacuría and the Murdered Jesuits of El Salvador (Philadelphia: Temple University 
Press, 1994), 213. 
7 Michael E. Lee refers to particular elements of Ellacuría’s philosophical grounding in the same 
terms: as a “frame” qualifying this with the more Ignatian term “Principle and Foundation.” Lee, Bearing 
the Weight of Salvation: The Soteriology of Ignacio Ellacuría, (New York: Herder&Herder, Crossroad, 
2009), 40-72. 
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philosophy’s object and purpose, reality’s dynamic and material nature, and the character 
of the human being as a “reality animal” in the process of realizing reality and himself. 
In pursuing these questions, in Chapter Four, “The Challenge and Purpose of 
Philosophy: Facing Up to Reality,” I initially detail the philosophical grounding that 
Zubiri provides Ellacuría in his unrelenting attack upon Western philosophical idealism, 
along with the construction of an alternative coherent philosophy of reality where reality 
is one. In Chapter Five, “The Challenge and Purpose of Philosophy: Hearing the Cry of 
Reality,” I explain the manner in which Ellacuría draws from, but essentially moves 
beyond his mentor,
8
 building in stages a philosophy of historical reality, and subsequently 
a philosophy of liberation in historical reality. 
The first stage, his philosophy of historical reality, offers what could best be 
termed a depth-reading of reality through an intra-historical metaphysics, explaining the 
structure and material grounds of historical reality, in addition to the place of the human 
                                                 
8 This issue of how to distinguish Ellacuría’s philosophy from that of Zubiri’s to determine what is 
original, not simply derivative, is by no means easy to address let alone answer. Firstly, as Héctor Samour 
indicates, the evolutionary process of Ellacuría’s philosophical development is dialectical in nature, 
carrying a dimension of aufhebung. He explains this term as “thinking that develops by overcoming but at 
the same time positively conserving that which has been theoretically successfully acquired in the prior 
stage…It is about a philosophical proposition or idea that is developed in concentric circles, where the 
initial circle remains contained in a bigger circle, and this in its turn is subsumed in a following circle that 
includes those prior,” Voluntad de liberación, 30. Secondly, and not unrelated, but more problematic from 
the researcher’s view-point, is that one cannot simply detect Ellacuría’s original contribution through 
particular texts “representative of each historical stage in his thinking, taking as the only criterion the date 
of redaction or publication of his writings,” ibid., 31. Other explanations of the relationship between Zubiri 
and Ellacuría include Antonio González, “Aproximación a Ignacio Ellacuría,” ECA, Nos. 505-506, (1990), 
979-989, in English, “Assessing the Philosophical Achievement of Ignacio Ellacuría,” trans., Lasalle-Klein, 
in Love that Produces Hope; Antonio González, “Filosofía de la historia y liberación” in RLT, No. 22, 
1990); Roberto Valdés, “La evolución del pensamiento filosófico de Ignacio Ellacuría,” ECA 577-578, 
(1996), 1029-1047; Rolando Alvarado, “Vida y pensamiento de Ignacio Ellacuría,” in Voluntad de vida, 
Seminario Zubiri-Ellacuría, (Managua, UCA, 1993), 115-126; and Robert Lassalle-Klein’s “Ignacio 
Ellacuría’s Debt to Xavier Zubiri,” Love That Produces Hope, 88-127. For discussion about this issue, see 
chapter 3, 100, n. 222. 
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within it. Pivotal to this discussion is the dynamic thrust of historical reality, including its 
ascending nature toward becoming ‘more’ and the place of human praxis in the creation 
of this ‘plus’ toward this ‘more’. 
The second stage, his philosophy of liberation in historical reality, I suggest, is an 
application of his philosophy of historical reality, made-up of two consecutive steps. The 
first, political philosophy, critically addresses through the method of historicization, the 
problem of those abstract ideologized claims that institutions and cultures invariably 
make in producing, justifying and masking over injustice. The second, liberation 
philosophy, concretely addresses the challenge of a more just world marked by the 
common good over common evil; in particular a civilization of poverty over one of 
capital. 
What stands as absolutely central in all of this is the challenge to idealism and 
abstraction. There is but one reality grounded in an intra-historical metaphysics, driving 
through human praxis toward liberative ends; an intensification of reality toward the 
‘more’, where transcendence is not away from the world, not out of the world, but in it. 
Part Three, “Bearing the Weight of Salvation in History,” turns to theology and 
addresses the problem of theology’s own idealistic abstraction, marked by its willingness 
to recite salvation history, but not address the very concrete question of salvation in 
history. In the sixth chapter, “Theology as Historical Soteriology: The Realization of the 
Reign of God in History,” I explain Ellacuría’s view of what salvation in history looks 
like. Central to this is his insistence upon historical reality as theologal-ly one, where the 
radically transcendent God remains actively engaged within the world. Moreover, 
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theology reflects the structure of the human encounter with real things, including the 
notional, the ethical and the praxic. In the notional, “theology as reflection on the reign of 
God,” understands the weight of reality and discerns its salvific and sinful aspects. In the 
ethical, “theology as “option for the reign of God,” understands the call to shoulder the 
weight of reality through a preferential option for the poor, grounded in the ministry and 
passion of Jesus. In the praxic, “theology as active response to the reign of God,” 
assumes the call to take charge of the weight of reality through conversion, prophecy and 
discipleship. Common to each of these dimensions of theology, is of course the reign of 
God, the quintessential expression of historical transcendence, the metaphor for reality’s 
ultimate intensification and realization according to the plan of God in history. 
Finally, of significance in this dissertation, is my attempt to discuss the 
implications of Ellacuría’s genuine integralism of “unity-in-distinction” when it comes to 
the question of practical ethics or praxis pro pauperibus. In the last section on ecclesial 
praxis, I argue for the uniquely successful way in which he demonstrates a unity-in-
distinction of broad historical praxis and specific ecclesial praxis. In critical contrast with 
the Radical Orthodoxy of John Milbank, that claims, I contend, too much for Christian 
praxis, and the Christian Realism of Reinhold Niebuhr, that claims too little, I argue that 
in having established a historically integralist approach to reality, in having abolished the 
idealist and dualist “distinction of planes” schema, Ellacuría builds a genuinely non-
sectarian understanding of praxis, with a sober integrated vision of the church and an 
astute comprehension of the world. 
 9 
PART I: 
A LAND OF CROSSES 
 10 
CHAPTER ONE: 
EL SALVADOR: A LAND OF CROSSES 
I believe that heaven must encompass 
this man properly shod and crowned. 
I think that those who made so many things 
Ought to be owners of everything. 
That those who make bread ought to eat! 
That those in the mine should have light! 
Enough now of gray men in chains! 
Enough of the pale lost ones! 
Not another man should pass except as ruler. 
Not one woman without her diadem. 
Gloves of gold for every hand 
Fruits of the sun for all the shadowy ones! 
Pablo Neruda
1
 
The Pre-Colonial Period: 
Indigenous Civilizations Prior to the Conquista 
El Salvador is the smallest nation on the American continent and the most densely 
populated. In contrast to two of its neighbors, Guatemala and Honduras, El Salvador is 
                                                 
1 Pablo Neruda, The Poetry of Pablo Neruda (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2003), 
pp.635-643. Pablo Neruda’s birth name was Neftalí Eliécer Ricardo Reyes Basoalto, adopting his pen-
name in homage to the Czech poet Jan Neruda as a way of shielding his literary efforts from the 
disapproval of his family. He is revered in Latin America as “the people’s poet,” and was honored for his 
poetry in 1971 by Swedish Academy with the Nobel Prize for Literature. Also notable was his receipt of 
the World Peace Prize in 1950 for his poem Qué despierte el leñador along with Paul Robeson and Pablo 
Picasso. He served Chile as honorary consul in Burma, Spain and France where his moral and political 
convictions began to shape his poetry. In the 1940s his work Canto General confirmed his reputation as a 
dissident “man of letters.” In 1970 he was nominated as presidential candidate for the Communist Party of 
Chile but deferred to Salvador Allende, candidate for the Socialist Party. 
11 
 
marked by an almost totally assimilated indigenous population. As Alistair White states, 
“One would have to go as far as Uruguay to find another country as homogenous racially 
and culturally.”2 Climatically El Salvador is situated on the Pacific side of the foothills of 
the Central American mountain chain, devoid of the hot humid coastal Atlantic plain that 
marks much of Nicaragua to the south east.
3
 El Salvador’s geography however has not 
been as beneficent. Situated between two tectonic plates, those of the East Pacific and the 
Southern Caribbean, the capital San Salvador has been impacted frequently by 
earthquakes and their accompanying devastation.
4
 
Prior to the beginning of Spanish colonization in 1524, the territory which was to 
become El Salvador, was inhabited by a range of indigenous groups. To the west and 
south of the country’s River Lempa, the Pipil, derived from the Aztec civilization of 
Mexico reigned, whilst to the north-west lived the Pokomam from the Maya. To the north 
and east of the Lempa the dominant group was the Lenca. They too derived from the 
Maya but were considerably more primitive in terms of organization and structure than 
their Pokomam relatives.
5
 
                                                 
2 Alistair White, El Salvador, (Boulder: Colorado, Westview Press, 1973), 19. 
3 I have made numerous visits to both San Salvador and Managua (Nicaragua’s capital city). The 
return from the suffocating heat of Managua located on a flat plain, where breezes never seem to reach; to 
the relative freshness of San Salvador is always something to be celebrated. 
4 White refers to the dates since Spanish conquest: 1575, 1594, 1671, 1719, 1798, 1806, 1815, 
1839, 1854, 1873, 1917, and 1965, White, El Salvador, 20. 
5 David Browning goes into considerable detail in his discussion of the pre-Columbian indigenous 
civilizations of El Salvador and Central America in El Salvador: Landscape and Society (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1971), chapter 1, 1-30. Browning plots a map concerning the distribution of indigenous 
villages. Hereafter, El Salvador: Landscape. 
12 
 
In political terms the Pipil may have functioned with centralized authority, 
through secular chiefs. White argues that there existed a hierarchy of religious officials 
who wielded extensive influence and who, according to the Spanish official García del 
Palacio, reinforced this authority through “… ceremonies involving human sacrifice …”6 
The extent to which there was a formal Pipil social structure marked by variant roles 
including “… commoner, serf and slave and so on ….”7 is not clear; although it would 
seem that such a structure would not have been entirely foreign to them in the light of 
their Aztec roots.
8
 Their administrative structure was in itself quite complex, apparently 
divided into three mini-states – Cuscatlán, Los Izalcos and Los Nunualcos. 
As to relations with the Pokomam and the Lenca, it appears that the Pipil were the 
most dominant, expanding their territory of Los Izalcos further northward toward 
Guatemala and in so doing displacing or absorbing the Pokomam. At some point, still 
other Pipil crossed the Lempa conquering Chinameca to the east, expanding into Lenca 
territory.
9
 In short then, by the time the Spanish arrived, the Pipil were indisputably 
dominant, effectively in control of about three-quarters of the current territory of El 
Salvador. It was then to the Pipil people that the weight of responsibility fell in ‘meeting’ 
and responding to the Spanish. As many other indigenous groups throughout Mexico, 
                                                 
6 White notes that García del Palacio’s report could well have simply reflected a Spanish bias 
against pagan priests. This tends to be reinforced he notes by Fuentes y Guzmán’s Recordación Florida; a 
17th century history of Guatemala where the Pipil were said to have rebelled against the Aztecs rather than 
accept human sacrifice. White is of the view however that such a construction is false, probably arising 
from an indigenous attempt to curry favor with the Spanish masters, White, El Salvador, 21. 
7 Ibid., 22. 
8 Ibid. 
9 Ibid. 
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Central and South America, they courageously but ineffectively resisted the invasion. To 
this day they are held in high esteem by the majority of Salvadorans.
10
 
The Colonial Period: 
The Conquista and the Character of Spanish Order 
The first Spanish expedition to El Salvador was that of Pedro de Alvarado, who 
entered the country in 1524 with two hundred Spanish soldiers and three thousand Indian 
auxiliaries, defeating two separate indigenous armies. He returned the following year to 
establish a permanent settlement, and effectively pacified the western part of the country 
with final resistance being snuffed out by 1533. To the east, resistance continued; in 1529, 
when the excesses of Spanish troops from Honduras provoked native rebellion, and again 
between 1537 and 1539, when a rebellion in Higueras was more sustained, continuing 
until 1547. From then on ‘peace’ reigned for the best part of two hundred years until an 
uprising of the Nonualco tribes in 1832.
11
 As to the question of resistance, it appears that 
the Indian population lacked the coordination and cooperation needed to sustain any 
effective guerilla tactics. This in part was probably due to the disastrous effects of 
                                                 
10 White quite correctly states that Atlactl, reputedly the most outstanding resistance leader, is 
revered above the Spanish conquistador Pedro de Alvarado in the same way that in Mexico, Cuauhtémoc is 
preferred to Cortés, White, El Salvador, 20. Indeed one is hard pressed in Spanish America to find much 
sympathy for the conquistadores. There is an inescapable sense of irony in the fact that the guerilla leader 
Atlactl gave his name to the so called Atlactl battalion that bore the responsibility for the assassination of 
the six Jesuits, their housekeeper Alba Ramos, and her daughter Celina. 
11 Ibid., 31. 
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European epidemics upon the indigenous plus the Spanish threat of bloody reprisal upon 
those in any way connected to resistance, including women and children.
12
 
With the practical pacification of the indigenous population, the question arises as 
to the character of Spanish order in El Salvador.
13
 This is important since the colonial 
period established the fundamental social and economic parameters within which post-
colonial and even contemporary El Salvador still indirectly functions. Here several key 
points justify mention. The first has to do with the manner in which the Spanish 
conquistadores saw the land and the people. In contrast to other places such as Mexico 
and Peru, El Salvador promised virtually nothing when it came to immediate wealth 
offered through gold and silver. Settlers accordingly came to the conclusion that the value 
of the prize lay not in these metals but instead in the plants grown in the lush territory. In 
view of that, the Spanish in contrast to the Indians, who had perceived an intimate 
relationship between society and environment, saw the land solely as a resource to be 
exploited. This however did not imply that the Spanish were actually prepared to farm it. 
These conquerors were overwhelmingly made up of soldiers, merchants and priests, 
whose knowledge of and interest in agriculture was minimal. As an object of commercial 
exploitation, the land required skilled labor to work it, either through persuasion or 
coercion. The attitude to the land as a means to wealth definitively shaped the attitude to 
the people. Browning puts it well: 
                                                 
12 There exists a legend about the ongoing rebellion of Atlacatl from the mountainous regions for 
eight years. This may be more fictional than fact. 
13 The term pacificación was actually created by the conquistadores and passed into the English 
language accordingly. The term then had the same shadowy meaning as today. 
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Having concluded that the value of the territory lay in the possibilities of 
producing certain of its native plants for commercial ends, they relied upon Indian 
knowledge and Indian labor in order to exploit this potential. To the Spaniard, the 
Indian was valuable not only because of his tribute, his labor and his soul for 
conversion, but because he was a cultivator who understood the land around him 
and was able to produce the plants the Spanish required.
14
 
Second, with the emphasis in El Salvador solely upon agricultural production, the 
Spanish conquistador considered co-existence with the Indian peoples to be absolutely 
necessary. As merchants, especially those involved in the gathering and export of cocoa, 
it paid to live within or very near to the Indian villages in order to be able to encourage 
and control the production of local crops, even though this conduct contravened the law 
as set down by the crown.
15
 This practice contrasted sharply with other parts of Spanish 
America where the Spanish rulers in general lived quite separately from the Indian 
population. For example, in neighboring Guatemala the western highlands were 
monopolized by the Indians, while the Spanish lived in the lower lying south-western 
areas. In more distant Peru the Spanish predominated in the coastal areas while the 
Indians dominated the highland areas. 
                                                 
14 Browning, El Salvador: Landscape, 32. Browning goes on to contrast the experience of the 
North American indigenous to that of the Central American counterpart. He argues that the North 
American Indian was considered as “a factor of opposition” that could never be integrated into colonial 
society, hence becoming “miserable” and “neglected.” Further they were mobile societies of hunters and 
gatherers in contrast to the indigenous of Central America who made up large urban civilizations; the 
Aztec, Maya and Inca having no counterpart in North America. He writes, referring to the North American 
experience, “Those natives that opposed the white man were eliminated; the scattered groups of Indians 
that remain today are confined in geographically defined areas, never having played a significant role in the 
creation of North American society except as an element of danger that encouraged cooperation among the 
early settlers.” Browning, El Salvador: Landscape, 32-33. 
15 The Spanish crown legislated to the effect that the merchants or encomenderos should live in the 
Spanish towns, certainly to ensure their security, but also to ensure that the crown itself had greater control 
over its citizens. 
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Third, a key part of the equation of the relationship between Spaniard and Indian 
in El Salvador and elsewhere was the institution of encomienda. Its importance was due 
to the role it played in shaping Spanish America’s semi-feudal/semi-capitalistic structure; 
the hinge upon which hung the economic and social order. The term itself is difficult to 
narrow down, since throughout Spanish America it meant different things in different 
contexts at different times. The word itself derived from the verb encomendar, meaning 
to entrust something or someone to another, implying that the thing or person given over 
is to be protected. In the context of Spanish America, the term broadly referred to the 
practice of the Indians being recommended into the charge of a Spaniard, with the 
specific provision that those given over were to be instructed in the Christian faith. In 
other words, the theoretical grounding of the system was of a religious nature.
16
 On the 
face of it this was a more humane alternative to formal slavery and implied a relationship 
                                                 
16 See Luís Alberto Sanchez, Historia general de América, I (Madrid: Ediciones Ercilla, 1972), 
379, hereafter Historia general. Sanchez argues that the theoretical foundation of the encomienda was of a 
religious and theological nature, but adds that the tribute owed in return for such graciousness was of a 
transparent material or economic nature. The implication is that the apparently pious motivation operated to 
mask over the real one: financial gain. He writes, “[T]hey entrusted them to certain favorably placed 
Spaniards (thanks to their audacity more than their culture), who were charged with the responsibility for 
directing them along the path of faith, in order to save their souls, whilst they used their labor to enrich 
their own fortune (that of the Spanish),” 380, my translation. The encomienda system was also well 
established by the Spanish crown in the Philippines from the second half of the 16th century, with very 
similar motivation and results. As Luis H. Francia writes, “The colonial apparatus set in place was intended 
primarily to facilitate exploitation, rather than the progressive development, of the islands for the benefit of 
the Crown and, in the process, enrich those who had claimed and ruled the territory on behalf of the 
monarch.” He adds specifically about the encomienda, “The encomenderos enjoyed their privileges fully 
but barely fulfilled their obligations. To them, Filipinos were little more than a resource to be exploited. Far 
from the administrative reach of Spain and even of Mexico, and with the colonial state apparatus stretched 
thinly, an encomendero was and usually did act like a petty tyrant.” Luis H Francia, A History of the 
Philippines: From Indios Bravos to Filipinos, (New York, The Overlook Press, 2010), 66 and 57-58 
respectively. As I frequently visit the Philippines in my current work in the negotiation of developmental 
agreements between the Australian church and Filipino churches, the parallels between Central American 
and Filipino history under the Spanish crown are breath-taking. 
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of patronage that included some degree of beneficence on the part of the Spanish 
encomendero to the Indian communities involved, while the Indians in return owed 
tribute to their masters. The reality was however very different, since everything 
depended upon the question of the interpretation of tribute. What got in the way was the 
practical power relationship, reflected in the conquistadores’ combined military-
mercantile business approach, one that cruelly and unscrupulously pushed the limits. 
More often than not tribute was never-ending, applying not just to the particular labor 
service provided, but also to stipulations about the way in which agricultural produce was 
to be cultivated. Indeed it was not uncommon for the Indians to be required to supply 
extra men when needed to tend the encomendero’s cattle or cocoa orchards. In El 
Salvador, at least during the early years of Spanish imposition, the crown was unwilling 
or unable to minimize these abuses since Spain still very much depended upon the 
conquistador presence to quell revolts. For their part, the conquistadores were 
consistently short of labor in the development of their export crops of cocoa, balsam and 
indigo, and took advantage of the crown’s need of them to leverage it, threatening to 
move on to other countries for richer pickings if their exploitation of the Indian 
community was interfered with.
17
 
                                                 
17 White writes, “The first decade or two after the Conquest were characterized by a conflict 
between the conquistadores and new authorities sent from Spain, centering mainly on the degree of 
exploitation of Indians as a labor force serving the colonizers. At first the latter enjoyed the advantage that 
the crown still needed them in case of revolt; and there was the distance of the encomienda villages from 
any agents of authority, and the possibility that these agents, because of their distance from Madrid would 
be able and willing to allow the colonizers to go beyond the law in their use of Indian labor,” White, El 
Salvador, 30. Eduardo Galeano is less willing to offer the benefit of the doubt to the Spanish crown in 
Madrid. He writes, “The fiction of legality supported the Indian; the exploitation of reality bled him white. 
From slavery to the encomienda of services, and from this to the encomienda of tribute and to the regime of 
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Finally, by the 17th century, the troubled and exploitative relationship between 
the encomenderos and Indians led to movements toward a more free market system, but 
this generated new problematic arrangements that definitively shaped the social and 
economic culture of both Spanish America generally and El Salvador in particular into 
and beyond the post-colonial period. Central to this discussion lie the slow death of the 
encomienda and the radical changes applied to the repartimiento systems. 
Over time the encomienda system gradually lost the few shreds of credibility it 
may have possessed because of the increasing vocal opposition of its victims and liberal 
opinion amongst the clergy and elements of the Spanish court.
18
 Two reforming steps 
were taken in order to change the situation. Initially the system itself was deconstructed 
through the enactment of the so called New Laws in 1542. This was an attempt to limit 
the power of the commercial class. Central to its stipulations included the abolition of 
                                                                                                                                                 
salaries; the variants, all legal forms of indigenous labor, did no more than superficially alter their real 
situation. The Crown considered the inhuman exploitation of the aboriginal work force as so necessary that 
in 1601 Phillip III issued rules prohibiting the forced labor in the mines, and simultaneously sent other 
secret instructions ordering its continuance, ‘in case that the measure led to a slackening of production,’” 
Eduardo Galeano, La venas abiertas de América Latina (Mexico City and Madrid: Siglo XXI editores con 
Siglo XXI de España editores, 1985), 59-60, my translation. 
18 White makes the point well that the sudden increase in numbers of priests in El Salvador from 
1551 coincided precisely with the imposition of greater controls over the colonists: as he says “the crown 
was inviting in potential allies.” He continues “The Dominican order set up the first monastery in San 
Salvador, to be followed by the Franciscans; both orders built their houses in Los Izalcos in the early 1570s 
while the Franciscans were alone in building one in San Miguel by then the least important of the three 
cities…” White, El Salvador, 38. What is interesting is the fact that these two orders did not necessarily 
assume a monolithic position regarding the Indian question. White confirms this in a footnote with the 
qualification, “The Franciscans siding more with the colonists, the Dominicans taking the part of the 
Indians” (n 58). The role of the Church in the Indian question is well treated in Gustavo Gutiérrez, Las 
Casas: In Search of the Poor of Jesus Christ (New York: Orbis, Maryknoll, 1993). Of special value is the 
discussion of chapters 9 and 10; the former treating the theological debate itself during Las Casas’ time, the 
latter reflecting upon Las Casas’ attack upon the encomienda system, demanding its elimination. A 
particularly interesting article on Catholic moral theology of the period as argued and practised in favor of 
the colony and colonists see Rolando Azzi, “Moral católica y sociedad colonial” in Pablo Richard, ed., 
Raíces de la teología latinomericana, (San José: DEI, 1985), 53-66. 
19 
 
automatic inheritance of encomiendas, their reduction in size, the ceasing of enslavement, 
especially of those to whom the master could not demonstrate good title, and the bringing 
of officials under closer scrutiny.
19
 Fifty years later changes were also made to the system 
of repartimiento. The repartimiento had originally been established as a means to attract 
colonists to El Salvador, ensuring that they would have a guaranteed source of labor. In 
effect it had forcibly attached certain Indians to particular plots of land ensuring that the 
colonist did not need to pay full market price for labor, but only a small proportion of it.
20
 
In this sense, even at its establishment, the repartimiento had amounted to a partial 
acknowledgment of market forces when compared to the almost totally feudalistic 
encomienda, although at dramatically subsidized rates, as the laborer forwent income 
rightly his. By 1600 the crown moved to reduce this ‘subsidy of sorts’ by limiting or 
abolishing the repartimiento and in so doing pointing the local authorities to a ‘freed-up’ 
arrangement where the labor market would ostensibly be able to function without major 
impediment. The colonists’ response was one of fury, at first marked by the importation 
                                                 
19 Sanchez, quoting the historian Jorge Guillermo Leguía, notes about the encomienda system, “At 
the beginning the encomiendas were established in perpetuity. The Spanish state reacted against this, 
considering that it amounted to a foreign feudalism in competition with Spanish power. The New Laws 
established at the price of bloody rebellions and corresponding punishments, reduced the duration of the 
encomiendas to only two lifetimes. The clear purpose was to free the Indians from the slavery that 
perpetuity entailed, but more importantly, to recover for the crown complete authority over the world of the 
West Indies,” Sanchez, Historia general I, 380-381, my translation. 
20 The concepts of and relationship between the encomienda and repartimiento are complex. 
Sanchez clarifies the fundamentals in again quoting Leguía, “From the first years of colonization, the 
monarchs distributed the conquered territory in lots (repartimientos) and the native population in groups 
(encomiendas), and they gave them as a prize or booty to the conquerors. Accordingly then, the 
repartimiento refers to the land and the encomienda to the inhabitants,” ibid., 381. 
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of African slaves, but once the enthusiasm for Africans had subsided, the adoption of a 
double strategy: as White puts it “… debt peonage and the company store…”.21 
Debt peonage involved the advancing of credit to the peón or laborer. Given his 
meager wages and his inability to repay the debt, the peón was effectively reduced to 
slavery, but this time through the mechanism of the market itself. Further, this 
indebtedness did not cease at death but was inherited, passed onto the next generation and 
generations thereafter. What then transpired over time, was the development of a sort of 
personal power of the colonist over the peón, where the latter was manipulated into 
serving his master in any way desired and where in return the master would offer certain 
favors or “consideration.” In short, the result was the re-infusion of a feudalistic dynamic 
back into the Salvadoran social and economic structure, where meekness and passivity 
were encouraged and where quite often the laborer would offer unconditional loyalty to 
the master or patrón as the only way to achieve some degree of “alleviation of his 
condition.”22 The company store also served as a means to control the life of the laborer. 
This was maintained either through ensuring that the store was the only one within a 
decent distance of the their homes or that the laborer was paid in vouchers or vales thus 
                                                 
21 White, El Salvador, 41. The term in Spanish used for the company store was tienda de raya. 
22 Ibid., 42. This question of the place of passivity and its correlative fatalism has been often 
mentioned in historical analysis of Mexico and Central America. For an illuminating discussion of this 
theme see Ignacio Martín-Baró, Ellacuría’s close colleague, who lived and died with him, “The Lazy 
Latino: The Ideological Nature of Latin American Fatalism,” in Ignacio Martín-Baró Writings for a 
Liberation Psychology, eds., Adrianne Aron and Shawn Corne (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard 
University Press, 1996), chapter 12, 198-220, hereafter Writings. In the article Martín-Baró confirms the 
reality of fatalism in Latin American societies, explaining its destructiveness and calling for change. He 
concludes “Only revolutionary practice will enable Latin American peoples to break the inflexibility of 
social structures that rigidly serve the interests of the few; only then will it be possible to overcome the ‘one 
hundred years of solitude’ that keeps them on the sidelines of history, yoked to a predetermined fate,” 220. 
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ensuring that the salary was solely re-channeled back into the enterprise of the patrón. In 
essence then the patrón had practical control of both the income and the expenditure of 
his workers. 
The fourth and final point that remains to underscore in this brief overview of 
Spanish order is that of the basic disruption caused to the lives and cultures of the Indian 
peoples in both El Salvador and beyond. In the most brutal manner the Indigenous 
suffered mass extermination through disease, abuse and even the widespread dominance 
of cattle introduced by the Spanish. 
Although epidemic diseases had actually penetrated Central America before the 
advent of the Spanish, it was with the formal establishment of the European in close 
proximity to the indigenous people, that disease became rampant, devastating the Indians, 
who as they say in Central America, “as a Christ” had no natural defense from it.23 As 
one observer put it in the sixteenth century, 
At this time there was a great epidemic of measles in the Province of Honduras, 
spreading from house to house and from town to town so that many people died; 
and although the contagion also touched some Spaniards who were there, none of 
them died…and for two years there was another very common disease of pain in 
the side and of the stomach which also carried away many Indians.
24
 
The loss of life within Central America during this early period was never 
accurately recorded; however, it appears likely that in Honduras the pre-Spanish 
                                                 
23 The term used is como un Cristo. P.M. Ashburn argues that prior to European and African 
settlement, the Indian had never experienced anything like small-pox, measles, malaria, yellow fever, nor 
perhaps typhus or typhoid, and virtually no tuberculosis. The Ranks of Death (New York: 1947), 4-5, 
quoted by Browning, El Salvador: Landscape, 41. 
24 P.M. Ashburn, The Ranks of Death, 91, quoted by Browning, El Salvador, 43. 
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population of 1,200,000 was dramatically reduced to a mere 18,000 by 1590.
25
 In 
Nicaragua the indigenous population of over 1,000,000 was decimated to a figure of no 
more than 10,000 during the first sixty years of Spanish occupation, although its is argued 
that the slave trade served as “the most important single cause”26 for those lost. For its 
part El Salvador also experienced dramatic losses in Indian population. By 1635, a report 
on the province of El Salvador pointed out the dramatic decrease: 
Comparison of early tribute lists offers a glimpse of the extent of depopulation in 
El Salvador. Many of the villages mentioned in 1550 had disappeared by 1590 
and virtually all those that remained had been drastically reduced in size. For 
example, in 1550, 70 villages in eastern El Salvador had a total population of just 
under 30,000: in 1590, 52 villages remained with a total population of 
approximately 8,300.
27
 
Whilst disease undoubtedly decimated the native populations, the appearance of 
cattle with its accompanying mode of farming bore tremendous consequences for the 
Indian communities whose history had been marked by cultivation. Cattle ranching 
effectively knew no real geographical limits. As Browning says, “The early titles to stock 
ranches, the sitio de estancia rarely mentioned the size of the grant and boundaries were 
                                                 
25 CL Johannessen, “Savannas of Interior Honduras,” Ibero-Americana, no. 46 (1963), 27, 
Berkeley: University of California Press, cited by Browning, El Salvador, 42. 
26 D.R. Raddell, Historical Geography of Western Nicaragua (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 1969), 66-80, quoted in David Browning, El Salvador, 42. Raddell considers that the claim of 
Bartolomé de las Casas that over 500,000 indigenous were forcibly exported during the first fourteen years 
of Spanish rule entirely credible. Additionally Raddell argues that 400,000 indigenous died from disease 
and war. 
27 Archivo General de Indias, Sevilla, Audiencia de Guatemala, leg. 128, “Tassaciones de los 
naturales de las provincias de Guatemala…1549-51; Archivo General Indias, Audiencia de Mexico, leg. 
257 (undated: 1590?), “Memorial de todos los pueblos que ay en la jurisdicción de St. Miguel…,” cited by 
Browning, El Salvador, 43. 
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described in extremely vague terms”.28 But what did this large industry really mean? Was 
there a particular intent behind it? Indeed, the roaming of cattle served as a quite 
conscious weapon within the armory of the Spanish rancher to totally dominate and 
finally win control of the land, further marginalizing the indigenous cultivator. Not 
unsurprisingly there were times when resistance occurred amongst the native population. 
For example, between 1537 and 1539 in the province of San Miguel, Indians killed “both 
the Spanish encomenderos and their livestock”.29 Such methods were understandably 
frowned upon by the authorities, leading to a process being put into place so that 
grievances and appeals could be heard. By 1637, it was determined that “cattle owners 
were to keep their animals under control and away from the Indian milpas, while 
permission was given to the Indians to kill any animal that trespassed upon their land, 
without fear of punishment or the requirement to compensate the owners.”30 Browning 
adds philosophically, “But the heavy penalties that were introduced and enforced in 
Spain for trespass by cattle into orchards, grain fields and vineyards were not applied in 
Central America, and the responsibility for protecting his land fell on the individual 
Indian.”31 It was always thus; at least in Spanish America. 
                                                 
28 Ibid., 47. 
29 Chamberlain, Hispanic-American Historical Review 630, quoted by David Browning, El 
Salvador, 49. 
30 Archivo General de Gobierno de Guatemala City, A1.24, leg. 2245 fol. 171; A1.24, leg. 1559 
fol. 197; A1.24, leg. 2245, fol. 30., quoted by Browning, ibid., 49. 
31 Ibid., 49. 
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The Post-Colonial Period: 
Independence, Oligarchy and Economics 
It is difficult to date in a precise manner the post-colonial period in El Salvador. 
Clearly its birth coincides with the death of Spanish hegemony in the light of the wars of 
independence that rocked the entire continent. To nominate its end is more complex, 
since so called periods or epochs seldom end, but rather ‘melt’ into new times; gone but 
never quite gone. Notwithstanding, usually the post-colonial period is spoken of as 
ending in El Salvador with the ambiguous efforts toward modernization, during the long 
rule of the archetypal Latin America dictator General Maximiliano Hernández Martínez 
(1931-1944).
32
 Accordingly I will respect these broad lines within the following 
discussion, as I explain El Salvador’s evolving political economy. 
Independence 
The struggle for independence throughout Spanish America was marked by a twin 
dynamic: the increasing restlessness of particular elements of colonial society, and the 
decreasing strength of Spain to manage her empire.
33
 Amongst those who were becoming 
                                                 
32 Gabriel García Márquez, used Martínez as the quintessential expression of the Latin American 
dictator in his novel Autumn of the Patriarch, trans. Gregory Rabasa, (New York: Harper and Row, 1976). 
33 Sanchez in referring to the Peruvian historian Jorge Guillermo Leguía alludes to the latter’s 
analysis of the reasons for the Latin American states struggle for independence. These include two 
fundamentals; endogenous (causas endógenas) and exogenous causes (causas exógenas). Amongst the 
former Leguía includes political (exclusion of the criollos from senior political positions, the social 
(exclusion of the criollos from the upper echelons of society), the economic (due to the Spanish monopoly 
of commerce and trade), and the doctrinal (the ideas relating to equality and natural rights that undermined 
the old ideas of omnipotent authority that had dominated during three centuries). The latter, the exogenous 
causes, refer to the power of the symbol of North American independence and the French revolution. 
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increasingly dissatisfied with the colonial status quo were the criollos, (derived from the 
verb criar meaning to raise or bring up). The criollos in El Salvador were those who 
usually considered themselves as Spanish, but who had been born and brought up in the 
colony. They were people who were well off, numbered amongst the merchants and the 
hacendados, this latter term referring to the agriculturalists and pastoralists who enjoyed 
large estates. Permitted by the Spanish crown to run local affairs through their own town 
councils and via them the provinces, the criollos were nevertheless kept in their place. 
Spain continued to rest ultimate authority in top officials sent from Madrid, whose 
unwavering loyalty could be assured. Initially the disgruntled criollos limited their 
demands to issues of increased local autonomy. Consistently met with a deaf ear however, 
frustration increased, as did the sense that more radical measures against the Spanish 
crown were required. Even so, if the levels of dissidence had remained limited to the 
criollos then perhaps the cause against Spain would not have prospered. However it was 
not long before the criollo unrest infected others, in particular the ladino class. The term 
ladino referred initially to those Indians who had become “Latinized” or Hispanicized, in 
other words, who had shunned the old ways and adopted those of the new culture.
34
 
Whilst this sense of discontent was always likely to arise in a situation where political 
power and authority remained centralized among the disliked peninsulares – Spaniards 
                                                                                                                                                 
Sanchez adds to Leguía’s list the crisis of the Spanish crown due to the “degeneration of its kings and the 
rebelliousness of the people,” Sanchez, Historia general II, 637. 
34 The term over time however came to refer more broadly to anyone who embraced Spanish 
ways, even a full-blooded Spaniard. 
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sent from the Iberian Peninsula – the situation became exacerbated by the much vexed 
question of taxes. 
During the period 1780-1810, the crown had introduced new taxes, especially a 
state monopoly on alcoholic spirits. Fueled by the recent memory and example of North 
American independence, as well as numerous prohibited liberal political writings flowing 
from the French Enlightenment, the desire for independence grew. Still, for changes to 
take place desire had to be matched with opportunity; and so it was with the dramatic turn 
of political events in Spain. In an effort to impose French hegemony upon Europe, 
Napoleon Bonaparte invaded both Portugal and Spain, replacing Charles IV and his son 
Ferdinand VII with his own brother, crowned as King Joseph I. The Spanish population’s 
resistance to the French usurpation of the Spanish crown was swift, with strong feelings 
of sympathy for the resistance felt in Spanish America. In the name of Ferdinand VII a 
junta of resistance at Seville was established. The parliament of Cadiz was founded as a 
parliament in opposition (1808-1813) but intriguingly was more liberal than any royalist 
government in Madrid had ever been. Bizarre it was; Spanish liberals upholding the 
legitimacy of a conservative Spanish monarch imprisoned by the liberal French.
35
 
Now, for the colonies the situation turned out to be particularly advantageous, 
since Ferdinand VII was desperate to win as much of their support as possible. In this 
light, the criollos were ceded representation as delegates to the parliament of Cadiz and 
                                                 
35 White, El Salvador, 59. White underscores this irony, but more so with the emphasis upon the 
fact of the parliament of Cadiz supporting a Spanish king imprisoned by the French, with a French king 
sitting on the Spanish throne in Madrid. My point is a little different: namely the political irony of a liberal 
parliament supporting a reactionary Spanish king against a French nation that ostensibly represented a more 
liberal world view. 
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the principle of equality of all before the law was decreed in its constitution of 1812. In 
practical terms this led to the popular election of town councils in Spanish America, 
meaning as White points out “…that ladinos were admitted onto the Council in San 
Salvador.”36 He continues, “Indians benefited too: their tributes were abolished and they 
were freed from their previous obligation to give free service to priests.”37 
What was the result of the loosening of the imperial leash? A little liberalization 
was perhaps more dangerous than none, for it served only to whet the appetites of both 
the criollos and ladinos. Opposition to Spanish officials grew in different ways in 
different places throughout Spanish America. In El Salvador the fuse was lit with the 
arrest of two criollo leaders, precipitating the overthrow in November 1811 of the 
intendente, the chief royal administrative official. Restored order served little as the 
conflicts grew, and Ferdinand, upon returning to his throne in 1814, reneged upon the 
reforms of the parliament of Cadiz that had accepted criollo representation in government. 
The issue broadened and deepened across Spanish America from rejection of Spanish 
officials to the more radical question of submission to Spain. As it happened, the issue 
was decided for El Salvador from outside its own borders. With Spanish liberalism on the 
rise by 1820, and with it the parliament and the representation of the colonies, there was a 
forced re-alignment of hitherto divided criollo groups in Mexico, leading to the 
declaration of Mexican independence in February 1821. The issue then became whether 
or not the smaller Central American regions such as Guatemala and El Salvador would be 
                                                 
36 Ibid., 59. 
37 Ibid. 
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absorbed into Mexico, continue as separate units or even adhere to Britain or the United 
States as protectorates. In 1824, after two years of negotiations in Guatemala between the 
separate regions, the Federal Republic of Central America was declared with a federal 
constitution. The five states involved were to have their own legislatures and executives, 
to be able to raise taxes and to have their own armed forces. These conditions were also 
allowed to the Federation. Conflict began almost immediately and by 1840, El Salvador 
became de facto an independent republic. 
Oligarchy 
The roots of the oligarchic structure that has characterized Salvadoran society are 
really grounded in the colonial period, with the dominance of the Spanish peninsulares 
and the growing power of many of the criollos as landowners and merchants. With 
Salvadoran independence it fell to the criollos to fight among themselves for power, and 
during most of the nineteenth century the contest found expression in and through a 
number of oppositions, including the economic, the religious, the patriotic and the 
personal. In that which follows I shall briefly discuss each. 
Throughout most of Latin America, the economic debate over free trade or 
protectionism was marked by conflict between the liberals and the conservatives. In 
Central America however, there existed a greater consensus between these forces, 
protectionism never enjoying the priority that it did elsewhere because manufacturing 
was not so important to the Central American states. In short then, there was general 
agreement that for significant economic growth to occur, free trade was the priority as a 
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way of facilitating the development of export markets for raw materials and tropical 
foods. 
But it was precisely this aggressive promotion of exports as the means to promote 
economic growth that ensured increasing difficulties for the masses. With the emphasis 
upon exports, efforts focused upon innovation and reorganization in agricultural practice. 
Not entirely coincidentally, such ‘rationalization’ coincided with the personal interests of 
the hacendados, who being politically well placed not only legislated, but legislated for 
themselves.
38
 Accordingly subsistence farmers and Indian community agriculture were 
increasingly expropriated, as land holdings grew in size, becoming concentrated in the 
hands of the few ‘for the good of the nation’.39 Further, no longer was the bulwark of 
Spanish colonial power in place to check the excesses of the landowners. Rather, 
independence led to a situation where national government dominated by the elites was 
“free from external restraint, responsible only to itself, and able to pursue policies that 
were amenable to its own interest.”40 
In sharp contrast to economic consensus, it was religion in Central America that 
served as the major lightening rod for conflict between liberals and conservatives. The 
conservatives postured as defenders of the Catholic Church, harnessing considerable 
                                                 
38 The legislation bears the names of landed families who still carry considerable weight in El 
Salvador; some numbering among the so-called famous fourteen: Alfaro, Palomo, Regalado, Orellana, 
Escalón, Prado and Menéndez. Later other families joined the list, particularly those who immigrated and 
established the coffee industry: Hill, Parker, Sol, Schonenberg, Soundy, d’Aubuisson, de Sola, Dalton, 
Deininger and Duke. Browning, El Salvador, 146-147. 
39 As Browning says, referring to the elites, “Every consideration was given to the needs of this 
group, and any innovation in agricultural practice or change in rural organization considered to be 
necessary to further the group’s interest was sanctioned by government decree,” ibid., 146. 
40 Ibid. 
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popular support from the faithful amongst the masses.
41
 The liberals on the other hand, 
challenged the privileges of the Church and were quite naturally cast as enemies of 
religion. In this connection the issue of the creation of the first bishopric in El Salvador 
stood as an example of how liberals and conservatives instinctively assumed opposite 
sides.
42
 By 1811, El Salvador still had no bishop: an unusual situation in as much as the 
country already enjoyed an intendente as head of the secular sphere. Further Guatemala 
had enjoyed the presence of an archbishop for some few years; something not lost on the 
Salvadoran community. The logical candidate was the well known and respected parish 
priest José Matías Delgado, a moderate in terms of the question of independence but one 
who had vehemently opposed the designs of Mexico upon the Central American nations 
post-independence.
43
 During the resistance to the Mexicans, the Salvadoran legislative 
Congress, in gratitude, created the bishopric of San Salvador and conferred it upon 
Delgado. Not surprisingly Leo XII annulled it some time later in 1826. In this diplomatic 
debacle, the liberals supported Delgado and the conservatives the archbishop of 
                                                 
41 The conservatives invariably exploited the piety of the masses, to engineer their support against 
the liberals. In 1837 an epidemic of cholera hit Guatemala and El Salvador. The conservatives with the 
willing support of the clergy spread the rumor that the plague was divine punishment for the heresies of the 
liberals. They even went further in accusing the liberals of having poisoned the drinking water. Sanchez, 
Historia general II, 775-776. 
42 See the Christian understanding of Simón Bolivar, Centro Gumilla, “El cristianismo de Bolivar” 
in Richard, ed., Raíces, 145-155. The author presents Bolivar as one who as son of the Enlightenment, 
considered God as “God of humanity” not in competition with humanity, hence at odds with atheism. It is 
worth noting that Marx had little time for the Latin American liberators, as he looked back upon what they 
had ‘achieved.’ 
43 Sanchez notes the contribution of Fr. Delgado in the struggle against Mexico’s annexation of 
Central America: “The old insurgent Delgado of El Salvador, rose up with arms against Iturbide…” 
Augustín de Iturbide was an officer in the Spanish armed forces who effectively switched sides against the 
Spanish, supporting the Mexican rebellion and later Mexico’s invasion of Central America. His political 
ambitions were finally exposed when he bizarrely declared himself emperor of Mexico just prior to his 
annexation of Central America. Sanchez, Historia general, 734. 
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Guatemala. The episode only served to push Salvadoran public opinion further into the 
liberal camp, alienating the Church still further from the people.
44
 
Yet another layer of dogmatism that furnished a basis for further oppositions and 
conflict was the preoccupation over patriotism, with individuals and groups vying with 
each other as the most loyal to the patria. Linked to this was the obsession with things 
constitutional and legal, in large part one can imagine, because it served to lend 
legitimacy to one government or another that had generally attained power through the 
‘barrel of a gun.’ White puts it well when he writes, 
Legalism and particularly respect for the constitutions was a very strong 
sentiment particularly among the educated classes…The extreme verbal respect 
for constitution and law – they are referred to as ‘holy’ in documents of the period 
– probably stemmed in part from the knowledge that, if every side were to obey 
them, the disastrous warfare could come to an end.
45
 
Finally, the personal dimension of political existence, referred to across Latin 
America as personalismo, served as yet another ground for conflict within post-colonial 
societies. In fact this cult of personality went a long way to explain the manner in which 
                                                 
44 White, El Salvador, 67. To develop a sense for the conflict between liberal and conservative and 
the way religion played a part in it, see García Márquez, Cien años de soledad, in English One Hundred 
Years of Solitude, (London: Pan Books, Picador, 1978). The war, in common parlance simply referred to as 
la Guerra between liberals and conservatives has marked García Márquez’s country Colombia more than 
any other in Latin America. 
45 Ibid., 68. Such radically transcendent language continues in Latin America today, especially in 
times of conflict where opposing sides frequently couch their political rationale in exaggerated terms. The 
Pinochet regime in Chile (1973-1989) in particular drew on transcendent language as a means to reinforce 
its legitimacy, precisely because such legitimacy was recognized by few, certainly never the democracies.. 
See José Comblin, The Church and the National Security State, (New York: Orbis Books, Maryknoll, 
1979), Chapter 5, hereafter The Church and the NSS, and Arturo Chacón Herrera, and Humberto Lagos 
Schuffenger, Religión y proyecto politico autoritario, (Santiago de Chile, Lar & Presor, 1986), chapters 
VII, IX and X. 
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the phenomenon of caudillismo
46
 took hold on the life of most Latin American nations, 
not least El Salvador. Central to this phenomenon was the fact that political power was 
seldom in the hands of genuine political parties as such, but rather in circles that 
supported the leadership of a particular figure who had strong political and military 
connections.
47
 This reality explained a good number of the changes in government in El 
Salvador for the fifty years between 1821 and 1871.
48
 Time and again liberals rose 
against conservatives or conservatives against liberals, usually by force of arms and 
always by means of a strong figure. At times personalities changed colors more than once. 
Such was the case of one General Joaquín Guzmán. As Vice President to the conservative 
                                                 
46 Caudillismo refers to the domination of an individual as caudillo. Alistair White suggests that a 
caudillo is recognized as such by others on the basis of “rational calculation of interest…rather than 
psychological subordination as is the case with a Führer,” (54, n. 77). He adds that a caudillo can range 
from the leader of a band of bandits to a political leader like General Francisco Franco of Spain who was 
formally referred to as El Caudillo. White distinguishes too much between the motives of rational 
calculation of interest and psychological subordination. Both dimensions almost invariably exist together, 
since the follower’s response to authoritarian power includes both rational self-interest and an emotionally 
based admiration coupled with fear. See Martín-Baró, “The Psychological Value of Violent Repression,” 
trans. Anne Wallace, in Martín-Baró, Writings 151-167. Martín-Baró discusses the way repressive violence 
impacts upon three groups: those who support and enact it, the victims, and the majority who are usually 
spectators. See also Eric Hobsbawm, Revolutionaries (New York: New Press, 2001), 84-96. Oddly 
Hobsbawm writes little about Latin America despite his Marxist heritage; a criticism that has been made by 
others. Notwithstanding, his section on Spain and the failure of the republican revolution between 1931 and 
1936 makes a valid point for Latin America; namely the failure of political liberalism and social revolution 
that generated a vacuum through which a “…ad hoc military dictatorship…” was established, 88. 
47 Luís Maira, “El autoritarismo en Centroamérica: una mirada desde la historia y la teoría política 
latinoamericana,” in Las dictaduras en América Latina: Cuatro ensayo, (Santiago de Chile: CESOC, 
1986), 84. 
48 White lists at least 12 changes of government in the period, both liberal and conservative where 
caudillista personalities definitively shaped events. Especially noteworthy were the Honduran liberal 
Francisco Morazán, President of the then Federation of Central America based in Guatemala. He entered El 
Salvador by force in 1832; the only liberal invasion of El Salvador. Another was liberal President Aguilar, 
who in 1846 was forced from office by conservatives, only to be reinstated due to massive popular 
demonstrations. On the conservative side, the Guatemalan Rafael Carrera defeated Francisco Morazán 
imposing the Salvadoran conservative, General Francisco Malespín. This same Carrera constituted the most 
infamous of oligarchic caudillos, remaining in power in Guatemala from 1839 to 1865. He rose to power 
by leading an Indian revolt against the liberals of Guatemala on the pretext that they, the liberals were 
responsible for a cholera epidemic., White, El Salvador, 69-71. 
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President Malespín, he had been left in charge of the nation when the latter had gone to 
Nicaragua to wage war against the liberals. In 1845 Guzmán took advantage of the 
situation to mount a rebellion against Malespín and take control. The enterprising 
Guzmán had formerly been a liberal and it was to the liberal camp that he now returned. 
Economics 
Above I made passing reference to the manner in which laissez-faire economics 
served the interests of the dominant groups in Central America.
49
 Here I shall develop 
this theme, examining the dynamics of increasing wealth but at the same time decreasing 
equality and justice in El Salvador. 
The internal struggles between members of the Salvadoran oligarchy frequently 
represented little more than internecine warfare. However it was not beyond these groups 
to recognize their common cause against outsiders, in particular the Salvadoran masses 
that were considered little more than cheap vehicles of productivity. To this end laissez-
faire economic policy played its role, as the philosophy of comparative advantage 
encouraged greater concentration of resources in the hands of fewer people to ensure 
greater efficiency and greater profit. And so it was that the leading families of El 
Salvador turned their considerable resources to generating even more, through 
developing a different mix of export crops, especially coffee. The agriculturalists sold 
their harvest and in return bought imported luxuries with minimal gain to the state in 
                                                 
49 See 9-11 
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tariffs and duties and minimum benefit for the labor that produced it. The equation was 
good for the landed gentry and the merchants, but few others. 
Through the colonial period, the crops that had generated wealth for the criollo 
class in El Salvador were above all cocoa, balsam and indigo. The latter product, derived 
from the shrub-like plant indigofera, enjoyed extraordinary export potential because of 
the blue dye it generated, a far superior option to the then traditional woad in European 
textile manufacture.
50
 During the colonial period, the land given over to the production of 
indigo steadily increased, but all the same continued to co-exist with indigenous 
subsistence farming, usually carried out communally and protected under imperial law. 
With the introduction of synthetic dyes, the market for indigo quickly declined and so too 
did the profits. This stimulated serious rethinking of how best to ensure a resilient 
agricultural foundation for the nation. The wise conclusion drawn was that El Salvador 
needed to diversify its agricultural base and to modify the colonial agrarian structure so 
that it would operate more efficiently. 
This however is exactly what did not happen as the dramatic growth of coffee 
production appeared to destroy all rationality. In place of maintaining or simply adapting 
the colonial framework of land use and ownership, the passion for coffee drove a new 
philosophy which demanded any and all changes to ensure its maximization. In short, the 
arguments for diversification of agricultural production were surrendered in the rush for 
immediate profit, while the burden of proof switched from being upon the wisdom of 
                                                 
50 Woad was a blue dye extracted from the crucifer family of plants that had been used for 
centuries in Europe. 
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changing the agrarian structure which accommodated indigenous subsistence and 
communal agriculture, to its opposite, the maintenance of subsistence and communal 
agriculture at all. Institutions that were considered in discord with the new spirit of 
progress were progressively abolished. To this end, in 1880 the official government daily 
declared, 
On the one hand we see our virgin fertile lands that are calling for the application 
of capital and labor to reap the wealth that is promised; while on the other, we see 
the majority of inhabitants of our villages content to grow crops of maize and 
beans that will never raise this miserable people above their sorry position, but 
will remain in the same wretched state as they endured in colonial times… the 
government is determined to transform the Republic to make each one of the 
villages, yesterday sad and miserable, into live centers of work, wealth and 
comfort.
51
 
By 1855, the concrete effects of the priority of coffee production began to be 
experienced. In April 1854, San Salvador was destroyed by an earthquake, leading to a 
decision to re-locate the city a little further west. ‘New San Salvador,’ as it was initially 
called, was well planned with provision for the establishment of the customary municipal 
lands or ejidos, with the accompanying rights of all citizens to access them for cultivation 
of small plots for a nominal rental. The declaration and preservation of such lands had the 
express intention of defending the rights of the poor.
52
 Notwithstanding, by February 
1855, sufficient pressure had been brought to bear upon the public officials of the city, to 
                                                 
51 Editorial of the Diario Oficial (Official Daily News) of the Salvadoran Government, San 
Salvador, 23rd March, 1880, quoted by Browning, El Salvador: Landscape, 173. In Latin American states 
even today the government produces a news paper explaining the latest legislative initiatives. It serves as a 
legal vehicle but also a propagandistic one. 
52 It said, “…It is recognized that it is neither beneficial nor just that those people with sufficient 
means should be able to enclose the greater part of the common land to the prejudice of the poorer classes 
and of those people who in future may wish to settle there,” Acuerdos Gubernativos, Diario Oficial, 9th 
November 1854 and Diario Oficial, 4th January 1855, ibid., 177. 
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ensure that preference would be given to those who had lost their homes in the disaster 
and who would dedicate their land to the cultivation of grain or coffee. By 1856, the new 
direction was confirmed still further, with the original principle behind the allocation of 
ejido lands becoming null and void. The cultivation of coffee became the only criterion 
for claiming such land, with at least two-thirds of the plot to be devoted to coffee one 
year after it was fenced,
53
 while two years later, anyone who had given over one-third of 
his land to coffee cultivation, had the legal right to be able to claim not just simply 
tenancy, but ownership. On the other hand, those who had not planted any coffee at all 
lost all claim to ownership.
54
 
Municipal ejidos were not the only form of common land under challenge. The 
other were the so called tierras comunales (communal lands), which referred to the 
specifically indigenous communal plots, although the distinction between the two was 
seldom clear in practice, with the terms being at times quite “interchangeable.”55 It was 
with reference to these lands, that surveys were carried out during autumn 1879 by the 
                                                 
53 Decreto Gubernativo, Diario Oficial, 1st December, 1856, ibid., 178. 
54 Acuerdo Gubernativo, Diario Oficial, 7th September, 1858, ibid., 178. Browning also leads into 
an interesting discussión about the initiatives taken by the village of Mejicanos, begun in October 1878; the 
first step in what proved to be a national movement towards the abolition of common lands in favor of 
private ownership. The essence of the initiative meant that villagers no longer enjoyed an automatic right to 
the village ejido. Rather any use of such land was made dependent upon the cultivation of particular crops, 
two of which were to be cocoa and coffee. The former bore spiritual significance for the Indian and had 
done for centuries. However with the commercial decline of cocoa, the local Indian groups fell into despair, 
retreating into subsistence farming, usually maize and beans, and the consumption of alcohol. For its part 
coffee bore no meaning for the indigenous, either culturally or economically. But as Browning says, “These 
factors were not considered by the government, nor would they have appeared relevant to its immediate 
task of encouraging economic development. To the government the action taken by Mejicanos presented a 
formula by which it appeared possible to achieve the desired changes on the common lands,” Browning, 
ibid., 183. 
55 Browning, ibid., 89. 
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various departmental governors, in order to report to the central government. The results 
of the survey reflected the extraordinary diversity of usages of the land. In numerous 
cases coffee, sugar-cane, tobacco and cereals were cultivated in a way consistent with the 
new policies. However this ‘new’ practice was by no means universal, with reports that in 
some places Indian communities were resisting attempts by the enterprising ladinos to 
occupy their common land.
56
 
The lesson drawn by the central government, given its already well-established 
priority for market economics, was that the situation had to change. Noted, was the fact 
that communal land accounted for over one quarter of that which was arable, most of it 
producing subsistence crops, effectively blocking the way for coffee. The government 
accordingly demanded that the system of communal lands be definitively abolished, and 
so it was.
57
 The decision nevertheless flew in the face of the much more positive picture 
that the survey had actually presented: namely that many small communities had made 
serious attempts to implement the movement towards commercial crops. The reasons for 
the limited success had had to do less with the common land system and more with the 
history of relationships, where government in promoting the cultivation of commercial 
crops to quite unrealistic levels, had ignored the immediate needs of Indian communities 
for staple foods. The result had been indigenous skepticism about bureaucracy’s demands 
                                                 
56 A documented example of this was the struggle in the Department of Chalatenango. Informe 
Municipal de Chalatenango, Diario Oficial, 11th August, 1860 quoted by Browning, ibid., 202. 
57 The preamble to the Decree of 26th February 1881, stated, “The existence of the lands under the 
ownership of the Comunidades impedes agricultural development, obstructs the circulation of wealth, and 
weakens family bonds and the independence of the individual. Their existence is contrary to the economic 
and social principles that the Republic has accepted.” Acuerdo Legislativo, Diario Oficial, 26th February, 
1881, quoted by Browning, ibid., 205. 
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and an understandable refusal to starve themselves for the ‘sake of the nation.’58 This 
changed nothing, indeed it only served to harden the government’s line. By the decree of 
26
th
 February, 1881, common land holding was abolished, to be followed in March 1882 
by the abolition of all ejidos. 
The results of the abolition of communal lands and ejidos were not long in 
making themselves felt: the creation of a grand mass of people, landless, unemployed and 
transient. Draconian laws collectively brought together under the title Ley Agararia 
(Agrarian Law) of 1907, attempted to order rural life in a fashion consistent with the 
requirements of the cafeteleros or coffee barons. For example, “agricultural judges” were 
appointed in each village to control the life, work and movements of all workers; 
significantly, with the full co-operation of the army.
59
 With the disappearance of the 
ejidos, private-property owners were authorized to “expel tenants and squatters from their 
estates.”60 Wages also were steadily reduced, reflecting the reality of surplus labor and 
lack of bargaining power. The old philosophy that gave the established worker or colono 
                                                 
58 Galeano sums this up succinctly, “ As in all parts, the cultivation of coffee, in its rapid 
expansion, discouraged agriculture committed to food that served the internal market…these countries were 
condemned to suffer a chronic shortage of rice, beans, maize, wheat and even meat,” Galeano, Las venas 
abiertas de América Latina, 170. In El Salvador in particular, the point was made by the Indians of the 
town of El Progreso, named accordingly because of the ‘success’ of the transformation of its surrounding 
lands from common land to privately-owned coffee plantations. In the minutes of the municipal meeting it 
was said, “If the Indians of this village are to grow permanent crops they cannot be expected to abandon 
their annual subsistence crops, and there are many who have no lands to cultivate and no money with which 
to buy them,” Acta Municipal del Pueblo de El Progreso, Diario Oficial, 12th December 1879, quoted by 
Browning, ibid., 207. In 1932 El Progreso – the original name being Juayua – “became the headquarters of 
the largest peasant uprising Central America has experienced,” ibid., 207. 
59 By 1889 there was such social unrest due to the privatization of land that a mounted police force 
was created, initially in the departments of Ahuachapán, Sonsonate and Santa Ana; later extended to the 
whole country. Ibid., 218. 
60 Ibid., 217. The term used for squatters was intruso. In Spanish the intruso is the one who 
illegitimately breaks into a situation or relationship. Its import is that it refers to the quintessential outsider. 
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a small adobe house and milpa to produce his own staples, gave way to a minimum wage, 
which while legislated upon, was exceptionally minimalist, never reflecting the 
relationship between the international market price and wage levels. Indeed, the real 
situation was even worse, with the number of colonos reduced to a minimum due to their 
replacement by what amounted to casual workers paid piece rates, not even the legal 
minimalist minimum wage. 
By the early years of the twentieth century, El Salvador had become a nation torn 
between two views of the land and its meaning. The official view created by the political, 
economic and social elites considered the landscape as a “well-kept garden”61 
accompanied by an authoritarian political economy that understood its people as ‘factors 
of production in the national interest.”62 To the great majority however, a different view 
predominated: the intimate bond between people and land remained, a bond marked by 
free access to the land and the right to produce one’s needs from it. This fundamental 
discord would pursue the nation through El Salvador’s modernization program of the 
twentieth century to civil war.
63
 
                                                 
61A term used by the Latin American Publicity Bureau (San Salvador, 1916) in their publication 
Libro Azúl de El Salvador, 54. 
62 For discussion of the phenomenon of Spanish imperialism giving way to conservative republics 
at least as reactionary and intolerant as what preceded them see Brian Loveman, Chile: The Legacy of 
Hispanic Capitalism (New York: Oxford University Press, 1979), Chapter 4, “Independence and the 
Autocratic Republic,” esp. 119-122. Also see Alfredo Jocelyn-Holt Letelier, El peso de la noche: nuestra 
frágil fortaleza histórica (Santiago de Chile: Planeta/Ariel, 1998), 114. Jocelyn-Holt gives vibrant 
expression to the reality of Latin American autocracy through the lens of the 19th century Chilean political 
leader Diego Portales, who was reported to have claimed that if it were necessary for the maintenance of 
public order, he would shoot his own father. Portales wrote of the need to maintain social order “by the 
weight of the night,” meaning the violence of the state. 
63 The centrality of the agrarian question cannot be avoided in the study of Latin American history. 
It goes to the heart of the issue of oppression of the Indian and the poor Hispanic. See José Carlos 
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The Slaughter (La Matanza), Modernization, 
Conflict and Civil War 
My analysis so far has painted a scene of institutionalized oppression where the 
majority of Salvadorans increasingly became strangers in their own nation, marginalized 
from their lands, vehicles for cheap labor and candidates for absolute poverty. This drama, 
dating from the conquista and centered upon the question of land and landlessness, 
continued to be the issue into and through the twentieth century. 
The Slaughter (La Matanza) of 1932 
El Salvador’s economic, political and social life has been typified by dramatic 
injustice, but injustice that has always been resisted. In 1833, the Indian leader, Anastasio 
Aquino, led an uprising in reaction to white domination. Again in the 1870s and 1880s, 
there were numerous revolts against the abolition of Indian communal lands and their 
usurpation for coffee. Still, it was not until the 1920s that the political left began to 
emerge onto the Salvadoran stage, largely through the rise of the trade union movement 
providing a foundation for organized insurrection. Behind this thrust were the revolutions 
in Mexico, Russia and China. One publication in particular harnessed the imagination of 
many activist Salvadorans; the Bolshevik Submarine (el Submarino Bolchevique), the 
title of which referred no doubt to its clandestine distribution. 
                                                                                                                                                 
Mariátegui (1894-1930). He writes, concerning the problem in Peru, although cognizant of its application 
elsewhere, “The indigenous question begins from our economy. It has its roots in the regime of the land as 
property,” José Carlos Mariátegui, Ideología y política, (Lima, Peru: Ediciones Peruanas, 1969), 29. 
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By 1924, the Regional Federation of Workers of El Salvador, usually referred to 
as La Regional, was born, and by 1932 had organized over 10 percent of the workforce 
within a Central American Workers’ Confederation. While the National Guard (Guardia 
Nacional) was increasingly appropriated by government to repress agitators outside the 
cities, the city populations were allowed a little more latitude and there were even some 
surprising conciliatory proposals, although seldom if ever delivered. For example, the 
Quiñónez government did consider making concessions to the poor in its Decree of 1926, 
regretting the rise in rents and facilitating the formation of private corporations to build 
cheap housing. The resultant non-action, only confirmed the poorer classes’ already 
justified cynicism. The two succeeding governments of Pío Romero Bosque and Arturo 
Araujo also offered concessions, but in doing so actually fell foul of the elite; Araujo for 
his generosity, being overthrown by military coup d’état in December 1931.64 
With the collapse of Wall Street in 1929, the Salvadoran economy hemorrhaged 
with coffee prices falling dramatically.
65
 Various civil disturbances occurred during 1930 
and 1931, fruit of the organization of 80,000 agricultural laborers in western El Salvador 
into unions. Conventional wisdom has considered the “Slaughter” (Matanza) of 1932 as 
the response of the state to the first communist revolt in the hemisphere, although the 
                                                 
64 White is especially helpful in discussing this period and pointing to the dynamic of oppression 
within El Salvador. The point he perceptively makes is that especially since 1927 the elites have defended 
their privileges by adopting a dual strategy: on the one hand, the hard hand of repression including the coup 
d’état that will restore the appropriate balance; and on the other the concessionary hand, often applied in 
periods of economic prosperity. White considers that the fall of many presidents can be explained by their 
falling too far one way or the other. He suggests that Araujo (December 1931) and Menéndez (October 
1944) fell because they were too concessionary, whilst Hernández Martínez (May 1944), Castaneda-Castro 
(December 1948) and Lemus (October 1960) for being too repressive. White, El Salvador, 95. 
65 J.F. Lazo, El sistema político salvadoreño y sus perspectivas (CINAS 1992), 26f. 
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question remains as to what extent it really constituted more a vehicle of Indian resistance. 
The memory of the loss of communal lands had remained, and in one way or another 
symbolized all that was wrong and unjust with the system, making the Indian 
communities, especially the religious groups that defended communal culture, the 
cofradías, receptive to communist ideas.
66
 
From its genesis, the actual rebellion was an unparalleled disaster. In the final 
stages of the preparation, it had been decided to call off the uprising, but this failed to be 
effectively communicated to the peasants involved. In any case, the situation was so 
desperate for the landed poor that it is doubtful that any official instruction from the 
Communist Party would have had any effect, the events being well ahead of any party 
control.
67
 As it happened, the various local rebellions made up of farmers with machetes, 
were put down within seventy two hours; but then the carnage began. The slaughter took 
the form of mass executions. Estimates of the dead varied, ranging from 15,000 to 
30,000; all this in the light of a maximum of thirty civilians killed by the rebels. 
Given that many of the executed were Indian, it is understandable that the first 
things to be jettisoned as a result of the widespread and profound trauma were Indian 
dress and language. In particular, the Pipil language was almost lost, adults turning to 
Spanish, at least in their work on the coffee plantations, and refusing to instruct their 
                                                 
66 Thomas Anderson, Matanza: El Salvador’s Communist revolt of 1932 (Lincoln: University of 
Nebraska Press, 1971), 16f. The issue of whether this revolt was communist or Indian probably 
oversimplifies the issue, for it was in all likelihood both. 
67 Significantly the predominant area of rebellion was in the western coffee-growing areas where 
the rural population was totally dependent upon seasonal wages from their work on such plantations and 
where there was no space for basic subsistence crops. 
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children in their mother-tongue for fear of reprisal. To this day, Indian identity in El 
Salvador has evaporated into a sameness of sorts, the trauma of the Matanza never 
having been overcome. The Salvadoran poet, Roqué Dalton, summed up the collective 
pain in writing, “We all were born half-dead in 1932. We survived, but half-alive.”68 
Modernization Unrealized 
The years following the Matanza, up to and including the 1950s, were marked by 
the usual cycle of oppression-concession-oppression politics, with the heavy-handed 
dictatorship of Maximiliano Hernández Martínez (1931-1944) followed by the more 
moderate General Castaneda-Castro (1944-1948), and later the more reformist Major 
Oscar Osorio (1948-1956) and Colonel José María Lemus (1956-1960). Throughout 
these latter years, initiatives were taken toward modernization of the Salvadoran 
economy, including stimulation of industrial development away from concentration in 
agriculture. Moreover, initiatives were taken toward the introduction of government 
provision for social development. These included “social security, collective wage-
bargaining through legalized unions and government urban housing and rural land 
settlement schemes.”69 On paper the schemes appeared impressive, revealing an 
enlightened leadership, perhaps driven by fears of an increasingly revolutionary 
Guatemala next door. Nevertheless, their promise was never fulfilled; strong in 
                                                 
68 Roqué Dalton, “Todos,” Las historias prohibidas del pulgarcito (San Salvador: UCA Editores, 
1988). 
69 White, El Salvador, 105. 
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progressive rhetoric but benefiting only a very minor proportion of the poor who became 
part of the small middle class. 
The pace of modernization increased during the 1960s with El Salvador the 
laboratory of latest US development policy. This so called “developmentalism,” later to 
become a real ideological noose for US interests, was grounded in the idea of 
industrialization, economic growth and democracy.
70
 The motivation for these initiatives 
in Latin America was always shaped by the consciousness of communist penetration, 
especially since the Cuban revolution of 1958.
71
 Accordingly, the carrot of development 
was always balanced by the need for the stick of authoritarian rule. Hence civic-military 
governments were hailed as the most appropriate and best defense against communist 
totalitarianism.
72
 With the passing of time, all did not go well with US initiatives in El 
Salvador. Admittedly, the manufacturing sector did grow by as much as 24 per cent 
                                                 
70 Developmentalism as a philosophy arose from the work of the North American economist, 
W.W. Rostow. In The Stages of Economic Growth: A Non-Communist Manifesto (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1960), Rostow argued that Latin America and most of the third world suffered from the 
same problems which Europe had contended with prior to its industrial revolution: scarcity of capital, 
undeveloped technology, and a lack of entrepreneurs seeking to make profits through more efficient 
production. In order to achieve development, Latin America had to break out of its traditional modes of 
operation and adopt the profit incentive, discovering new ways to become ever more productive. Notably 
development was understood to mean largely economic growth and in order for that to occur, growth 
constraints and obstacles often existent in traditional cultures had to be overcome. In turn advanced 
countries were seen as able to play a role in helping ‘prime the pump’ of development, especially through 
transnational knowledge and expertise. 
71 The Program Guidance Manual of the US Agency for International Development (AID) stated, 
“Aid as an instrument of foreign policy is best adapted to promoting economic development. Development 
is not an end in itself, but it is a critical element of in US policy, for in most countries some progress in 
economic welfare is essential to the maintenance and the growth of free, non-communist societies,” Teresa 
Hayter, Aid as Imperialism, (Harmondsworth, England: Penguin, 1971), 16, n.3. 
72 Phillip Berryman quotes to good effect the words of President John F. Kennedy, “Governments 
of the civil-military type of El Salvador are the most effective in containing communist penetration in Latin 
America,” Phillip Berryman, The Religious Roots of Rebellion: Christians in Central American Revolutions 
(New York: Maryknoll-Orbis, 1984), 98, hereafter Roots of Rebellion. 
45 
 
between 1961 and 1971, especially under the impact of the stimulus offered by the 
Central American Common Market. Nevertheless, the new plants established by a myriad 
of multi-national companies, were invariably capital intensive, meaning that many semi-
skilled, unskilled and unemployed Salvadorans continued to languish in the same state as 
always. Further, even while industrialization grew apace, the other component of 
developmentalism, land reform, never took off; this in large part due to the blank refusal 
of the Salvadoran oligarchy to look beyond what they considered to be their own 
immediate interests. Finally, within the political realm, power gravitated in a direction 
that was inconsistent with democratic aspirations. Instead of becoming increasingly 
diversified, it became more centralized, no longer grounded in individual dictators but in 
institutionalized military rule required to protect oligarchic interests. All this was 
unconvincingly masked by what passed as ‘electoral democracy.’73 
Structural Problems Revealed: 
The ‘Soccer War' and Its Aftermath: 1969-1972 
By the late 1960’s, economic conditions were worsening, largely due to the poor 
terms of trade. The average real income between 1965 and 1970 of the majority of rural 
families – these being the landless and those with less than one hectare of land – had 
                                                 
73 At about this time the Economic Commission on Latin America (ECLA) set out a prescription 
for sustained, balanced economic growth within the Central American countries whilst also calling for their 
regional integration. Part and parcel of this prescription had been the need for fundamental change to the 
socio-political structures. Little of this actually happened as the economic and social elites were perennially 
unwilling to surrender their privileges. See Héctor Dada Hirezi, La economía de El Salvador y la 
integración centroamericana: 1945-1960 (San Salvador: UCA Editores, 1978). 
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declined significantly. By 1971, rural unemployment was estimated at 54.4 percent and 
by the mid-1970s it was assessed that the average rural worker could only obtain 141 
days of work annually. Within this worsening scenario, figured a conflict which neither 
its participants, El Salvador nor Honduras could afford; the so called “Soccer War.” In 
July 1969, the war broke out, stirred by incidents involving crowds watching soccer play-
offs. The real reasons however, were much deeper and protracted. Issues of immigrant 
labor, unequal economic advantage offered countries by the CACM (Central American 
Common Market), and the interests of particular parties, for whom conflict was simply 
too profitable to ignore, all combined to promote an overt clash. 
For many generations, Salvadorans had sought and found both land and work in 
Honduras, given that country’s lower population density and larger area. This 
arrangement had historically been encouraged by both countries, since it had served as a 
pressure valve for so many landless Salvadorans, while also utilizing Honduran land; 
hence in a small way benefiting growth in Honduras. By the 1960s, militant Honduran 
peasant organizations with the support of the Catholic Church were increasingly 
demanding land reform. The military government began to accede to these demands, but 
instead of expropriating the elites who owned the best land, it expelled the “non-
Hondurans,” freeing up their land for Honduran use. Not unnaturally, this action was 
perceived by El Salvador as hostile, but more importantly it terrified the Salvadoran 
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oligarchy, that feared the mass return of 100,000 people or more, with all the social 
dislocation and political pressure for reform that would follow.
74
 
The war itself began on July 14
th
, when Salvadoran air force planes bombed the 
Honduran airport at Tegucigalpa and the Salvadoran army invaded Honduran territory. 
The Hondurans promptly returned the favor with an aerial attack upon the airport of San 
Salvador. The human cost of the war was disturbing, with 2000 dead and 4000 wounded, 
mainly Honduran peasants who had sought to repel the Salvadoran soldiers with 
machetes. After five days, a truce was arranged by the OAS (Organization of American 
States), but feeling remained high with diplomatic relations not re-established for ten 
years. 
The short term effects upon the Salvadoran economy were significant, with the 
price for corn and beans spiraling due to their unavailability from Honduras, while El 
Salvador predictably lost not only the Honduran market but also in large part those of 
Nicaragua and Costa Rica as well. The effect was to destroy any future confidence in the 
CACM and to expose the basic structural problems of the Salvadoran economy for all to 
see, along with the unsustainable internal political and social relations that accompanied 
them. 
The increased economic and social dislocation also stimulated new attitudes 
amongst El Salvador’s progressive sectors. With the victory of the right in the 1970 
                                                 
74 It is not really clear what happened to the expelled Salvadorans. Some did return to Salvador, 
and some of these certainly added to the increasing militancy there; especially as Berryman notes, “those 
who had participated in the banana-company strikes.” Most however probably moved on to Guatemala, 
Belize, Mexico and the United States. Berryman, Roots of Rebellion, 103. 
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congressional and city council elections, the left tended to become increasingly skeptical 
about the viability of the electoral path as a means to address the structural issues that the 
Honduran-Salvadoran war had unmasked. Those involved in the progressive Catholic 
movements continued their practice of reaching out to poor communities, begun much 
earlier during the 1950s and continued during the 1960s under Archbishop Luis Chávez y 
González.
75
 What changed however was the philosophical grounding of these activities, 
with a turn to a more radical strategy of “people power.”76 At the same time, Christians 
involved in the more progressive PDC (Christian Democrat Party), either remained in 
order to attempt to radicalize it through its work with the masses, or left it altogether, 
joining with disaffected members of the PCS (Salvadoran Communist Party) and 
independent leftists. The former, ultimately joined with other opposition parties to form 
in 1972 the UNO (National Opposition Union), while the latter, formed a political-
military organization that came to be called the ERP (People's Revolutionary Army).
77
 
                                                 
75 Archbishop Luis González occupied the see of San Salvador from February 1939 to February 
1977. He enjoyed a reputation as a man committed to the peasants who were experiencing problems of 
diminishing land as agriculture became focused upon coffee for export. He sent not a few priests to Canada 
to study cooperatives and he set up the Pius XII Institute to teach church social doctrine and the place of 
cooperativism in it. 
76 This philosophical change is often dated back to the “First National Pastoral Week” in June 
1970 attended by priests, religious and lay people from around the country. Prior to this, involvement with 
the poor was considered more from a perspective of social promotion. This meeting however placed the 
work in the deeper context of evangelization and began a new practical ecclesiology 'from below'. Even at 
this early stage of its new thinking, sides were taken amongst the bishops. Present were Archbishop Chávez 
and his close collaborator Msgr. Rivera y Damas. Absent were the other bishops with opposition led by 
Msgr Aparicio. At that stage, prior to his succession to the see of San Salvador, Msgr. Romero was aligned 
with the conservative bishops ' group that rewrote the conclusions of the Pastoral Week in order 'to correct' 
them. 
77 The PDC (Christian Democrat Party) was established in El Salvador through the influence of a 
range of promising young intellectuals, especially Rubén Zamora who had spent some years in the 
seminary in San Salvador, but left it to spend two years in Chile witnessing the rise of the Chilean PDC 
under Eduardo Frei who later led that party to electoral victory in Chile in 1968. Zamora became the 'stand-
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By 1972, Salvadoran conservatism responded to the growing pressure for change 
with increasing belligerence, desperately blocking those reforms generally considered 
necessary. Perhaps precisely because of this, the elections set down for that year 
generated greater interest and engagement than usual. Indeed, even certain reformist 
sectors of the army 'bought-in' to the debate by promising that they would not permit the 
usual fraud by the political right. Notwithstanding this, the electoral campaign, even by 
Salvadoran standards, proved to be ridden with intrigue and corruption. The obvious 
victory by the united opposition party UNO, along with the presidential victory of its 
candidate, José Napoleón Duarte, were denied, leading to a revolt by reformist sectors of 
the army that was in any event soon quelled. This served as the final death knell for any 
democratic future for El Salvador. By this stage, not only progressive Christians and left-
wing opinion were of the view that the electoral path was unworkable, but more 
importantly, mainstream opinion increasingly surrendered any hope of successful liberal 
reforms without major bloody conflict. 
The Electoral Process Exhausted: 1972 – 1977 
The debacle of the fraudulent elections and the failed progressive army uprising 
was followed by the 'mandate' of President Armando Molina, the official candidate of the 
                                                                                                                                                 
out' leader of the younger generation of Salvadoran Christians. The emergence of Christian Democracy in 
Latin America began in Europe with changes in Catholic intellectual circles from the more conservative 
Italian line of Acción Católica to the more progressive French-Belgian line that emphasized commitment in 
this world. On the ethos of Christian Democracy in Latin America through its best and most successful 
example, the Chilean experience, see Loveman, Chile: The Legacy of Hispanic Capitalism (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1979), chapter 9 “Christians and Marxists,” 303-348. 
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right-wing PCN (National Conciliation Party). Molina identified closely with the 
program for modernization, part of which was the drive for agrarian transformation. 
The new strategy called the “Taiwan model,” called for two fundamental changes: 
first, the development of “free-zone-type export industries”78 that included “electronics 
assembly, clothing, and the like”;79 and second, a land “transformation” through which 
“landowners could be encouraged to disinvest in the land and reinvest in the export 
industry.”80 Molina promoted this model not only for the benefits that could accrue as El 
Salvador moved into manufacturing mode, but also because he and others, including the 
then US administration, saw only too clearly that the continuation of a model that left so 
many landless, would only lead to ongoing conflict and the possibility of a successful 
peasant rebellion. The difficulty was to convince the landed oligarchy that its long term 
interests might be best served by surrendering some of its landholdings.
81
 
Unsurprisingly Molina's campaign failed, being attacked by both sides of the 
conflict. The popular organizations attacked it as merely an attempt to modernize an 
already ruthless capitalist model,
82
 while the landowners, the most virulent of opponents, 
                                                 
78 Berryman, Roots of Rebellion, 115. 
79 Ibid., 115. 
80 As Berryman notes the term “land reform” was considered to have Marxist overtones and was 
replaced by the term “agrarian transformation,” Ibid., 116. 
81 Berryman notes that the “Agrarian Transformation Plan” was announced in mid 1976 as a pilot 
project that would begin in two departments, San Miguel and Usalatán, benefiting 12,000 peasants – two-
thirds of those in the area and 3 percent of the national peasant population. “Owners could keep up to 
thirty-five hectares. They would be reimbursed at market value partly in cash and partly in bonds with 
incentives to reinvest in industry,” Ibid., 116. 
82 See Alberto Arene, “La reforma agraria como estrategia político-militar de la contrarevolución 
en El Salvador” in Estudios Centramericanos (October-November, 1980), 971-982, hereafter ECA. Some 
years after the failed Molina initiative, the issue of land reform continued to constitute the cutting-edge of 
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founded a new organization, FARO (Agricultural Front of the Eastern Region), that 
accused Molina of being “a communist in uniform.” With FARO allying itself with 
ANEP (National Private Sector Association) and the military, the Molina government 
was incapable of defending itself against these groups, the very groups that constituted its 
very social base. For its part the church said nothing of any official nature about the 
proposed land “transformation,” however the UCA (Catholic University) supported it in 
its publication ECA (Central American Studies), arguing that while utterly capitalistic in 
rationale, it nevertheless provided an opening for inclusion of the poor in the economic 
and political life of the nation.
83
 Even so, in the light of the forced back-down by the 
Molina government, yet another message was sent to the populace at large: namely that 
there was no way forward in the building of other models within which claims of social 
justice could be accommodated. 
Given the obvious abuse of power, by this stage any semblance of a genuine 
democratic process had vanished. On March 14
th
, 1976, the election for congress and 
mayors was marred by unprecedented violence, with the united opposition party UNO 
declining to run given its view that participation in the electoral process was pointless. 
Months later however the party considered the presidential elections of February 20
th
, 
1977 too important to pass up, even characterized as they were by fraud and violence. In 
                                                                                                                                                 
conflict, but with the left ever more doubtful of its value if not accompanied by a comprehensive revolution 
of the economic, political and social order. Arene argues that the initiatives towards land reform on the part 
of elements of the Christian Democrat Party and of the right within the army were designed to do nothing 
more than to undercut the moral power of the left in its move toward revolution. 
83 Ellacuría, “La historización del concepto de propiedad como principio de desideologización, in 
ECA, No. 335-336, (1976), 425-450; also in Escritos políticos: Veinte años de historia en El Salvador,(San 
Salvador: UCA Editores, 2005), 587-627, hereafter EP. 
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response to the ‘victory’ of the PCN candidate, General Carlos Humberto Romero Mena, 
the UNO leadership called for a vigil of protest in the Plaza Libertad in the center of San 
Salvador, resulting in its brutal dissolution four days later by the military with as many as 
50 people dead. With this came the further exile of UNO leaders, leaving it practically 
dismantled as a viable political force.
84
 
The Rise of the Popular Movement and the 
Place of the Progressive Church: 1972-1977 
Up to this point I have in broad brush strokes traced the development of the 
Salvadoran economic, social and political process. What stand out as central to my 
considerations have been, the recurring importance, use and distribution of the land in 
determining a place ‘in the sun’ or otherwise for Salvadorans; the frequency and repeated 
failure of rebellions as a means to force a fairer distribution of the land; the incapacity of 
the electoral process to resolve the issue due to its own diminution through fraud; and the 
increasing exodus from reformist political parties like the PDC to popular movements of 
resistance with links of various sorts to the church. 
As the electoral process became increasingly discredited, the period from 1972 to 
1977 saw rapid development of more militant popular movements, within which church 
members, largely peasants, were increasingly involved. The expression, “Better to die of 
a bullet than of hunger,” reflected the widely felt desperation of many. Initially, Christian 
                                                 
84 Jorge Cáceres Prendes, “Political Radicalization and Popular Pastoral Practices in El Salvador 
1969-1985” in The Progressive Church in Latin America: An Interpretation, eds., Scott Mainwaring and 
Alexander Wilde (Notre Dame, Indiana: University of Notre Dame Press, 1989), 116. 
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involvement in the new vanguards tended to be the result of individual decisions, rather 
than collective ones. However, over time this changed, with the CEBs (Base Ecclesial 
Communities) in particular being seen as a potential rich source of membership for leftist 
popular organizations that had been growing over the decade previous. In particular, a 
“Letter from the FPL (Popular Liberation Forces) – Farabundo Martí to Progressive 
Christians” in 1975 had an extraordinary impact, in large part because of the events that 
had shaped its redaction, namely the bloody repression of Christians at La Cayetana on 
November 29
th
, 1974 and at Las Tres Calles on June 21
st
, 1975.
85
 It was however the 
conflict in the township of Aguilares, north east of the capital, that manifested the 
growing closeness of the relationship between the popular organizations and the CEBs in 
the public mind, a relationship that was to lead to the deaths of many, including that of 
the Jesuit, Rutilio Grande, close friend and confidante of the newly appointed archbishop 
of San Salvador, Msgr. Oscar Romero.
86
 
                                                 
85 La Cayetana in the diocese of San Vicente was attacked by government troops after a group of 
peasants had occupied unused land hoping to rent it. The soldiers attacked with tanks and bazookas, killing 
six peasants and arresting twenty-six, with thirteen disappearing. As Berryman adds, “This incident was 
particularly significant because those affected belonged to no particular peasant organization; instead their 
action (the first such land occupation in El Salvador) arose from discussions and out of a decision in their 
CEB.” The incident at Las Tres Calles in mid 1975 involved an attack on peasants that led to a protest on 
July 30th by university students and members of an umbrella organization called United Popular Action 
Front (FAPU). Troops trapped the marchers on a bridge and machine gunned twenty of them. This incident 
in turn led to the establishment of the organization the Revolutionary Peoples’ Bloc (BPR). Phillip 
Berryman, “El Salvador: From Evangelization to Insurrection,” Religion and Political Conflict in Latin 
America, ed., Daniel H. Levine (Chapel Hill and London, University of North Carolina Press: 1986), 65-66, 
hereafter Religion and Political Conflict. 
86 The first CEBs were established in Suchitoto under the direction of Fr. José Inocencio Alas, a 
diocesan priest, based upon the model of San Miguelito in Panama City where a North American priest, Fr. 
Leo Mahon had begun to build a new sort of community that would meet regularly to discuss every day 
issues in the light of faith. Mahon developed a series of courses called cursillos that reflected upon such 
things as the “Christian ideal”, “sin”, “the prodigal son”, “sex and marriage” and “the community.” 
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Aguilares was and remains typical of the Salvadoran experience; the superior land 
belonging to absentee landowners, while the peasant farmers cultivate subsistence crops 
on poor plots and supplement their living by low-wage labor. Stimulated by the First 
National Pastoral Week in 1970
87
 where evangelization had assumed a definite 
liberationist thrust, Rutilio Grande with his Jesuit team established a presence in the 
township in September 1972.
88
 Systematically they offered two-week missions in various 
locations, focusing less on otherworldly salvation and the sacraments and more on 
evangelization and the word, interpreted in terms of the celebration of life amidst death, 
and social justice amidst injustice. Berryman explains how the team engaged in the work, 
underscoring its methodology as inclusive and transforming. 
During each evening session, to which the whole community was invited, a 
Scripture passage was read, part by part, at least twice and by different readers, 
and interspersed with questions or comments. It was here that the information on 
the community gathered by the team was fed into the process, since it had been 
studied and ‘codified’ (in Freiriean terminology) into basic images or words. That 
is, what the people had expressed was being returned to them in a kind of 
feedback. The team had made a clear option to work within the framework of the 
people’s religious vision, however. In other words, the idea was certainly not to 
turn them from religiosity to activism, but to deepen the traditional religious 
vision and to transform it from an attitude of passivity (accepting things the way 
they are as the ‘will of God’) to one of active struggle for change.89 
                                                 
87 See n. 76. 
88 Grande himself was a man of considerable theological and pastoral experience. He had studied 
and received his Jesuit formation in a number of Latin American countries, as well as Spain. He also 
pursued study in Belgium during Vatican II and had taken a course at the Instituto Pastoral 
Latinoamericano in Quito, Ecuador, further acquainting himself with Latin American theological thought. 
While studying in Quito and working in the diocese of Riobamba under Bishop Leonidas Proaño, he 
synthesized the basic method he would use in Aguilares. 
89 Berryman, Religious Roots, 107-108. For an understanding of Paulo Freire’s work see his early 
Pedagogy of the Oppressed (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1975), and his last will and testament, 
Pedagogy of Freedom: Ethics, Democracy and Civic Courage, (Lanham, Maryland: Rowman and 
Littlefield, 2001), especially chapters 2 and 4. On the theme of evangelism set within the context of life and 
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Within a year there developed 37 ecclesial communities with 300 leaders. The 
communities would meet regularly to reflect upon the reality in which they lived, using 
Scripture as a means to critically think through the challenge of how to change it.
90
 It was 
estimated that an average of 673 people attended weekly CEB meetings, while the 
numbers influenced by the communities extended to anywhere between 2000 to 5000 
people. It was only a matter of time before the potential conflict between the peasants and 
the landowners would explode. The former did not need to be told that “they were 
oppressed or who their oppressors were: both were evident,”91 while the latter saw only a 
threat to their power since the Jesuits had arrived. 
On December 5
th
 1976, Eduardo Orellana, the owner of a mill in Aguilares, was 
killed at the same time that some peasants displaced by the construction of the new dam 
Cérron Grande were demanding the right to adequate resettlement. Various elements of 
the oligarchy took the opportunity to accuse the peasants of the man’s murder, along with 
the popular organizations of which they were a part; the Federation of Christian Peasants 
(FECCAS) and the Farmworkers’ Union (UTC), as well as Rutilio Grande and his 
colleague David Rodríguez.
92
 Seizing the opportunity, the government detained other 
                                                                                                                                                 
death, justice and injustice, see Jon Sobrino, “The Witness of the Church in Latin America,” in Sergio 
Torres and John Eagleson eds., The Challenge of Basic Christian Communities (New York: Maryknoll, 
Orbis, 1981), 163, 166. 
90 The quintessential example of this method of reflection is published in the work of Ernesto 
Cardenal in Nicaragua, El Evangelio en Solentiname (Salamanca: Ediciones Sígueme, 1978). 
91 Rodolfo Cardenal, S.J. Rutilio Grande, Mártir de la Evangelización Rural en El Salvador (San 
Salvador: UCA Editores, 1978), 80. 
92 The campaign against the popular organizations and the priests was expressed through the daily 
press. The landholders’ organizations portrayed Orellana as a martyr who had suffered at the hands of the 
“murderous hordes.” See Berryman, “El Salvador: From Evangelization to Insurrection,” in Religion and 
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people unrelated to the Aguilares event; two ex Jesuits working with peasant 
organizations, Fr. Mario Bernal, a Colombian priest, who was deported, and Fr. Alfonso 
Navarro, a parish priest in the capital, who would be murdered the following May. On 
March 12th, 1977, Grande himself was murdered, as he drove through the cane fields on 
his way to say Sunday Mass at the village of his birth, El Paisnal, not far from Aguilares. 
With him were an elderly peasant Manuel Solórzano, a teenager Nelson Lemus and three 
children, to whom Grande was giving a lift. The three adults were machine-gunned while 
the children were allowed to escape.
93
 This was not the end of events concerning 
Aguilares. The violence continued in May under the code name ‘Operation Rutilio,’ 
when the military, using helicopters and tanks engaged in a sweep of the surrounding 
country, finally arriving in the town, attacking the parish house and the church before 
                                                                                                                                                 
Political Conflict, 68-69. Both Grande and Rodríguez were well respected priests within the Diocese of San 
Salvador. Grande as mentioned earlier was a personal friend of Oscar Romero. Rodríguez was considered 
by the conservative Bishop Aparicio, later to become Romero’s nemesis, a communist. Romero took 
another view, having listened secretly to Rodríguez at a talk he was offering diocesan clergy. He later said 
of Rodríguez, “David opened my eyes and evangelized me from behind that door,” Astor Ruiz, “Fe 
cristiana y guerra popular a partir de la experiencia centroamericana,” CENCOS (Centro Nacional de 
Comunicación Social), Iglesias, November 1980, quoted in Berryman, Roots of Rebellion, 124. 
93 Grande’s assassination by right wing death squads was ironic given his moderate view of the 
relationship between church and popular organizations. It appears that he maintained the official church 
teaching that leaves political options in the hands of the laity, whilst the priest as unifier of the community 
should not take political options. Berryman reports on an occasion where Grande sought to respect this 
differentiation. “The issue came to a head in December 1975 when FECCAS was preparing its first public 
demonstration and some leaders who were also Delegates of the Word, asked Grande to celebrate a special 
Mass for the organization. After some discussion the (pastoral) team refused the request but arrived at a 
compromise solution: a ‘Peasant Christmas’ could be celebrated in the church at Mass time and the 
organization could hold its demonstration outside afterward, but they should not carry placards or shout 
slogans while in the church. During the sermon Grande said: ‘We cannot get married to political groups of 
any sort but we cannot remain indifferent to the politics of the common good of the vast majority, the 
people…we cannot ignore this today or ever’”. Grande then was well aware of the dangers of a synthesis of 
gospel and politics, church and politics, but he also saw that conversion would call for a deepening of faith 
and at the same time an application to the real world as a force for change. In struggling with this, Grande 
referred to his “Galilean crisis,” Berryman, ibid., 114-115. 
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dawn and subsequently ransacking homes and beating occupants. People who had photos 
of Grande in their homes were taken away – some never to re-appear – and the local 
church itself was turned into a military barracks with the tabernacle violated. A month 
later, the paramilitary group the UGB (White Warriors’ Union), made a public 
declaration, giving all Jesuits thirty days to leave the country before their systematic 
elimination one by one. 
Clearly these dramatic events, even by Salvadoran standards, were not able to be 
ignored by the Catholic hierarchy. The response of the new archbishop of San Salvador, 
Oscar Romero, widely considered conservative, timid and malleable, was surprising. 
Despite opposition, he took various measures: all Catholic schools were closed for three 
days, students being given materials for themselves and their families to reflect upon; all 
masses for the following Sunday were suspended, to be replaced by the one mass at the 
cathedral; the archbishop would attend no government functions until Grande’s murder 
was clarified; and a permanent committee was to be established to monitor events.
94
 At 
the same time the diocesan radio YSAX began to broadcast Scripture readings and songs, 
the dissenting nature of which was clear to all. Finally, the Chancery office began to issue 
its own news as an alternative to the government line that the established newspapers 
habitually embraced and published. At the Sunday Mass following the funeral for the 
three dead, Romero drew from a document dear to him through his three year tenure as 
Archbishop; the recent apostolic exhortation of Pope Paul VI, “Evangelization in the 
                                                 
94 For significant sections of Romero’s letter to President Molina concerning his refusal to take 
part in official ceremonies of state as long as the death of Grande was not clarified, see María López Vigil, 
Piezas para un retrato, (San Salvador: UCA Editores, 1993), 98, hereafter Piezas. 
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Modern World” (Evangelii nuntiandi). He spoke of liberation seen through the lens of the 
gospel, pointing out that the church offers its own presence and message, both which lift 
up and dignify human beings. He warned that without this faith to accompany the 
liberation process, “all will be feeble, revolutionary, passing and violent.”95 He added that 
the liberation that Grande preached was a liberation based on faith, “and because it is 
often misunderstood, even to the point of homicide, Father Rutilio Grande died.”96 
Beyond the Point of No-Return: State Terrorism,  
the People and the Church: 1977-1979 
Some five months after Grande’s death, General Carlos Humberto Romero (no 
relation to the Archbishop) assumed the presidency on July 1
st
, 1977, fruit of the 
fraudulent presidential elections of February 20
th
. If one could have ever spoken of ‘the 
gloves having been on,’ now they were most certainly off, as violence served as an 
intentional tool of state terrorism. The inaugural speech of President Romero’s was one 
of moderation, inviting conciliation between opposing forces. Taken at face value, the 
                                                 
95 Quoted in James R. Brockman S.J., Romero a Life, (New York: Maryknoll, Orbis, 2005), 10. 
96 Ibid., 10. As if Aguilares were not enough, on Palm Sunday, the paramilitary force ORDEN 
entered the town of San Pedro Perulapán, harassing members of FECCAS and UTC with threats, looting 
and burning of houses, beating men, women and children. Finally they began to shoot and hack with 
machetes. Included amongst the kidnapped was one Tránsito Vásquez, a member of Christian community, 
whose tortured and decapitated body was later located with his head impaled on a tree above it. In response 
FECCAS militants “captured five members of ORDEN, took them to Vásquez’s body, and forced them to 
‘ask forgiveness’ and dig a grave.” ORDEN however had the last word, with FECCAS and UTC people 
taken away. By the end of the two week horror, six lay dead and sixty-eight were missing. Berryman, Roots 
of Rebellion, 131. Within weeks Grande’s death was referred to by the Father-General of the Society of 
Jesus, Pedro Arrupe in a letter to the society about recent martyrs, “Our Recent Five Third World Martyrs: 
Paying the Price of the GC 32 Commitment” in Pedro Arrupe, Pedro Arrupe S.J. Justice With Faith Today: 
An Anthology of Letters and Addresses – II, ed., Jerome Aixala, S.J. (IHS,Gujarat Sahitya Prakash India, 
and Institute of Jesuit Sources, St Louis, USA, 1980), 205-208,, hereafter as Pedro Arrupe. 
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way forward seemed to be potentially more positive, and it was in this context that the 
publication of the UCA, ECA (Central American Studies), welcomed the new climate of 
respect for human rights.
97
 
The sincerity of the Presidential speech was nevertheless always open to doubt, 
despite the political shadow cast from Washington by the Carter administration that had 
established respect for human rights as a central component of its foreign affairs’ 
platform and aid program. That said the President’s commitment was enough to 
guarantee safety for the Jesuits from the death threats of the aforementioned White 
Warriors. It was nevertheless not enough to save a leader of one of the CEB’s from death: 
one Felipe de Jesús Chacón arrested by the National Guard in August, tortured, scalped, 
skin torn from his face, drawn and quartered and then eaten by dogs.
98
 In attending the 
customary ninth-day mass, Archbishop Romero with great poignancy, referred to his 
Episcopal ministry – as he had done before – as one of going around “picking up bodies” 
(recogiendo cuerpos). Eating with Chacón’s family and listening to his wife, Evangelina, 
concerning the story of the condition of his tortured body, apparently deeply affected 
Romero, serving as a window toward a deeper understanding of the popular organizations 
of which Chacón had been a part. 
                                                 
97 Editorial, ECA, No. 345 (1977) 453-457. Also published is the speech of President Romero. 
98 As well as Chacón’s execution, two other members of the program Cursillos de Cristiandad 
were murdered in the same month. Serafín Vásquez was seized upon returning from a literacy class, along 
with a campesino called Pablo who had been living in the small house where classes in Christian doctrine 
were habitually held. The two young men were killed with machetes, the bodies being left mutilated. 
Plácido Erdozaín, Archbishop Romero: Martyr of Salvador, trans. John McFadden and Ruth Warner, (New 
York: Maryknoll, Orbis, 1981), 27-28. 
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The spiral of growing state repression only served to ratchet-up still further the 
mounting opposition in the popular organizations. The state security forces, as never 
before, moved their focus from the rural peasantry to the labor unions in the cities, and 
where these unions proved resistant, parallel compliant union organizations were 
established. Indeed the people or pueblo rapidly became the key protagonist in national 
politics.
99
 With this development, reformist politics typical of liberal democracies entirely 
evaporated, being replaced by more radical agendas, forcing everyone including the 
bishops, to decide on which side of the fence they would sit.
100
 
Just as the bishops could not agree – the best known secret in town was the 
intense hostility within the Episcopal Conference – division existed also in the various 
peoples’ organizations themselves, as well as the intellectual circles where academics 
either sided with a particular organization or maintained a critical independence from 
them all. To be fair, this latter strategy of the intellectuals was frequently motivated not 
by haughtiness, but rather sympathy for the people’s movement, a desire to maintain, at 
                                                 
99 On the people or “pueblo” see the work of Martín-Baró, “The People: Toward a Definition,” in 
Ignacio Martín-Baró, eds., Adrianne Aron and Shawn Corne, Writings, 173-185. In Latin America the term 
“the people” or “el pueblo” carries meanings and connotations seldom applied in the English speaking and 
first worlds. Martín-Baró maps out the three layers of what it means to be the people in El Salvador: the 
historical, the political and the socio-economic. He argues that the historical points to a negation of an 
unsatisfactory present in favor of a better future: the political points to the negation of un-solidarity in favor 
of its opposite, greater solidarity: the socio-economic points to the negation of the present exploitative 
reality in favor of a future that does not require the negation of the majority, the non-being of others. 
100 As events proceeded, the majority of the members of CEDES (Episcopal Conference) took 
their stand against the popular organizations, which they saw as “atheistic and materialist,” except for 
Archbishop Romero and Bishop Rivera y Damas. Brockman refers in detail to the disunity of the Episcopal 
Conference: on their disunity in general see 132,146,168,169-170,180-181,189 and 218; on their 
disagreement regarding the popular organizations see 136-137; on their disagreement regarding relations 
between church and government, see 70-71 and government repression, 6-8 and 30. For particularly painful 
reading of the conference’s inability to even elect officers see 206-213. Brockman, Romero A Life, 206-
213. 
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least theoretically, the unity of the peoples’ movement as a whole. This line tended to be 
that of the UCA, and certainly of Ellacuría as its rector.
101
 Moreover, this same disunity 
also applied across the church as a whole; many members of the CEBs joined the peoples’ 
organizations, with pressure upon priests to make a similar decision as well. Most 
religious, like Rutilio Grande, maintained a line of separation from the organizations, 
although sympathy for them was clear.
102
 Others opted for a closer relationship, 
influenced not only by the 1968 Latin American Episcopal Conference at Medellín that 
called for the “option for the poor,” but more importantly by their interpretation of 
Archbishop Romero’s pastoral de acompañamiento, a pastoral approach that underlined 
the priority of accompanying the poor in their struggle through solidarity and witness. 
In this latter category was Fr. Ernesto (Neto) Barrera, who was killed by security 
forces on November 28
th
, 1978 in an incident presented by the official press as a 
confrontation between the FPL (Popular Liberation Forces) and army troops. While the 
veracity of the report was later disproved, the FPL did publicly recognize Barrera as a 
member, an act that certainly impacted upon the church, with many assuming a critical 
view of him.
103
 Significantly and in contrast to much of clerical opinion, Archbishop 
                                                 
101 To the Anglo-Saxon world this point may not be entirely clear. The Latin American world is 
typically characterized by greater intellectual engagement in the struggle for social change with close links 
with the poor. See Comblin, Called for Freedom: The Changing Context of Liberation Theology (New 
York: Maryknoll, Orbis, 1998), 71-72, 210-211. 
102 See this chapter, n. 92. 
103 In explaining the impact, Erdozaín, writes: “That day, at noon, the word spread from mouth to 
mouth through the halls of the chancery, ‘They have killed Neto in a shoot-out with the guerillas.’ The first 
priest that I ran into said, ‘And now what do we do?’ That short phrase when fully spelled out, meant 
something like this: ‘What happened to the murdered priests Rutilio Grande and Alfonso Navarro was all 
right, but now we’ll have no way of defending a church that held within it a man like Neto who turns out to 
be a ‘terrorist.’” Erdozaín also notes the contrasting view of Fr. Xavier, who in conversation with 
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Romero remained open, although shaken. Following a different logic to many, he held 
that just as Neto’s mother was to be at the funeral, so would he be as his bishop. At his 
funeral Romero said, 
And if someone were to criticize the presence of the Church together with those 
who die in mysterious situations like this, we can say, “Is he not a Christian?” The 
Church must be present where there are human values….We are the world’s true 
liberators, we with the doctrine that speaks to us of transcendence and of the 
beyond, are called by God also to accompany all who work to make this world 
more human, to give humanity a more Christian and fraternal equality, to give 
them their true hope and true strength.
104
 
Returning to the division between the bishops, while the issues were many and 
varied,
105
 arguably the most fundamental was that of the relationship between the church 
and the popular organizations; so intractable because of the related issues of Marxism and 
violence. On August 6
th
, 1978, CEDES met to discuss whether the bishops should issue a 
statement on the matter. Significantly there was no consensus, with Bishops Romero and 
Rivera y Damas, the only two of the six wishing to avoid a condemnation of FECCAS 
and UTC. To the other four; Bishops Aparicio (San Vicente), Barrera y Reyes (Santa 
Ana), Álvarez (San Miguel and Military Vicar) and Revelo (auxiliary bishop in San 
Salvador), both of these organizations were Marxist. On August 26
th
, Romero and Rivera 
                                                                                                                                                 
Archbishop Romero noted, “Look, bishop, we aren’t sure how Neto died, but we do know one thing for 
certain: if Neto died with a gun in his hand, it wasn’t to defend any kind of personal or selfish interest. He 
died because he was moved by his faith in the Lord and by his love for the people… So I think the least we 
can do as a church is to give him a Christian burial as a priest of the church,” Erdozaín, Archbishop 
Romero: Martyr of Salvador, 44-45. 
104 Justicia y Paz, No. 79, (January 1979), 21, quoted by Jorge Cáceres Prendes, “Political 
Radicalization and Popular Pastoral Practices in El Salvador 1969-1985,” in The Progressive Church in 
Latin America, 127. This emphasis upon transcendence that is historicized, that finds expression in the 
more of historical existence is one of the major themes of Ellacuría’s philosophy of liberation, as we shall 
discover later in this work. 
105 See this chapter, n.100. 
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y Damas published the document – Romero’s third pastoral letter – entitled “The Church 
and Popular Political Organizations” (La Iglesia y las organizaciones políticas 
populares). The four remaining bishops published theirs two days later, considerably 
shorter and amounting to a critical response to that of Romero and Rivera y Damas.
106
 
The two documents caused a stir among Salvadoran Catholics. FECCAS challenged the 
counter-statement of the four bishops, recounting the organization’s struggle for just 
wages and conditions so that “one day not far in the future we can end forever this system 
of exploitation and injustice.”107 
As to Romero’s pastoral letter, it was the newness of analysis that both impressed 
and offended, in as much as he did not take the usual path, situating himself in some 
‘neutral’ place, where joining a group of the right or left would be equally legitimate.108 
Instead, he considered the context in which he was writing and the condition of the 
people whom he was addressing. Accordingly, he began his letter with an 
acknowledgement of the right to organize and the manner in which it had been 
systematically violated in El Salvador, in particular amongst rural workers, despite the 
guarantees of the Salvadoran constitution, the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, 
Vatican II and John XXIII’s encyclical “Peace on Earth (Pacem in Terris). In the light of 
                                                 
106 The thrust of the four bishops’ response was one that recognized the people’s “right of 
association”, but that also argued that the popular organizations were inspired by Marxist-Leninist 
ideology, and were infiltrating the church. They held the view that FECCAS and UTC were not genuine 
Christian organizations nor should priests or religious collaborate with them. See ECA, No. 359, (1978), 
774f, cited in Berryman, Roots of Rebellion, 411, n.91. 
107 Brockman, Romero: A Life, 137. 
108 Berryman, Roots of Rebellion, 133-134. 
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this statement, he moved on to the establishment of three basic principles: the church’s 
nature, the church at the service of the people, and the place of the people’s struggle for 
liberation in Christian salvation. 
The church’s nature, argued Romero, is to build community as its members aspire 
to the reign of God. Signs of this reign include the sacrament of the Eucharist, but also 
the word, a living word that both awakens and demands, clarifying “what must be 
resisted and what must be built up on earth.”109 For Romero, the CEBs were communities 
that quintessentially did precisely these things, serving as vital cells of the church. In so 
saying, he warned on the one hand of the danger of these communities becoming 
“ensnared by political polarization or fashionable ideologies,”110 but on the other, 
acknowledged the legitimacy of the political vocations being stimulated by them. 
The church’s mission of service to the people, Romero held, involved offering “a 
light and an energy which can serve to structure and consolidate the human community 
according to divine law.”111 This does not, he argued, presume a loyalty to one political 
organization or another, but does require the church to offer a judgment on the intentions 
and methods of political parties and organizations, precisely because of its interest in a 
more just society. 
                                                 
109 Romero, “The Church and Popular Political Organizations,” in Archbishop Oscar Romero: 
Voice of the Voiceless: the Four Pastoral Letters and Other Statements, trans. Michael J. Walsh, (New 
York: Maryknoll, Orbis, 1990), 95, hereafter Voice of the Voiceless, first published as La voz de los sin voz, 
(San Salvador: Editores UCA, 1980). 
110 Ibid., 96. 
111 Ibid., 97. 
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The struggle of the people for liberation and its place in Christian salvation, 
Romero argued, meant that the church’s duty is to shed theological light upon the work of 
popular organizations to achieve social, economic and political justice, in particular 
among the rural poor. In saying this, he referred to how the church evaluates these efforts 
toward liberation within the plan of salvation brought about by Jesus Christ. Accordingly, 
he underscored that the church’s plan of liberation involves the whole person, including 
his transcendent nature; is open to the reign of God; proceeds from a Scriptural view of 
the human person based on a desire for justice in love; demands a conversion of heart and 
mind, not being satisfied with merely structural change; and excludes violence, which he 
asserted is both “‘unchristian and unscriptural,’ ineffective and out of keeping with the 
dignity of the people.”112 
With these three principles, Romero sought to make application to three major 
areas of concern: that of the relationship between faith and popular organizations, the 
issue of religious engaged with popular organizations, and the question of violence. It 
was in relation to the first two that Romero demonstrated particular creativity and about 
these I shall make specific comment. 
With regard to faith and popular organizations, he understood that faith and 
political commitment co-exist in the same person, and that, he held, is as it should be, 
since faith can never be separated from life. Even so, Romero qualified his thought 
further by seeking to differentiate faith and politics, not in the usual sense of a separation, 
                                                 
112 Ibid., 99. 
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but rather in more nuanced terms of a caution about identifying them. In other words, 
faith ought to inspire political action but not be mistaken for it. With this in mind, the 
necessity was always to distinguish between Christian faith and political activity, 
avoiding two basic errors: the substitution of the requirements of faith and Christian 
justice by the demands of a particular political organization, or the exclusive assertion 
that only within one particular organization can there be developed and expressed the 
faith’s requirements of Christian justice.113 
With regard to the involvement of priests, Romero was not surprised that there 
existed considerable sympathy for many popular organizations, nor that priests would be 
asked to collaborate with them. Notwithstanding he pointed out that religious were above 
all to be “animators and guides in faith and in the justice that faith demands.”114 
Nevertheless, he acknowledged the exceptional circumstance where such collaboration 
that could exist would need to be the result of agreed discernment of both the priest and 
the bishop. As Berryman notes, within 12 months, as circumstances deteriorated, the 
pastoral door opened more widely. The “exceptional” circumstance became in his fourth 
and last pastoral letter, “The Church’s Mission amid the National Crisis” (August 6th, 
1979) (Misión de la Iglesia en medio de la crisis del país), the recognized pastoral option, 
through his “pastoral practice of accompanying the people (pastoral de acompañamiento). 
                                                 
113 Romero, Voice of the Voiceless, 100. He notes “It is important to be very clear about this when 
the same persons who belong to ecclesial communities also belong to popular political organizations. If 
they do not bear in mind this distinction between the Christian faith and their political activity, they can fall 
into two errors: they can substitute for the demands of the faith and Christian justice the demands of a 
particular political organization, or they can assert that only within a particular organization can one 
develop the requirements of Christian justice that spring from the faith.” 
114 Ibid., 103. 
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There, Romero envisaged the legitimacy of a process of journeying with those committed 
to the concrete political option of the popular organizations. This was a few steps beyond 
the pastoral practice directed toward the CEBs. It was not however contemplated as a 
politicized pastoral practice per se, but rather as one that sought to offer Christian 
guidance to those enmeshed in an increasingly complex politicized environment, one 
where many Christians habitually chose their political options before seriously finding 
their Christian identity. 
For Romero, the basic conviction behind his reason was that the Spirit of Jesus 
exists and works beyond the formal limits of the church, albeit in a not totally pure form, 
as the people through their organizations struggle for freedom. This, he contended, was a 
legitimate and necessary expression of transcendence within the historical process.
115
 
Clearly then associations between the church and popular organizations of a Christian 
orientation were perfectly natural and right.
116
 Still, he understood that the ‘devil was in 
the detail,’ in that while unlike the majority of his fellow bishops he rejected a blunt 
bifurcation of church and popular organization, the challenge was to ensure that the 
opposite did not occur – a fusion of the two. The question then stood as to how to 
distinguish them, particularly in a political climate like that of El Salvador. For the 
majority of peasants and activists alike, the local CEB and peasant organization appeared 
                                                 
115 Berryman, Roots of Rebellion, 337-341. 
116 Romero was considerably more careful when it came to considering popular organizations not 
connected to the church, admitting that “many questions are still in the air”; for example LP 28 (February 
28 Popular Leagues) and FAPU (United Popular Action Front). See “Los cristianos interpelan a la 
revolución,” IHCA-Instituto Histórico Centroamericano – CAV – Centro Antonio Valdivieso, (1981), 48-
71. 
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to be essentially the same thing, with the same people meeting in the same place; the 
local village chapel or community center. 
By 1979, the violence had substantially increased over even that of 1978. It began 
with a military operation against ‘subversives’ at a retreat center in the town of San 
Antonio Abad, and ended with the murder of Fr. Octavio Ortiz and four young men – two 
of them fifteen years of age. In response to the government’s claim that the retreat centre 
was in fact a guerilla training facility, Archbishop Romero responded, “a lie from 
beginning to end.” All churches were ordered closed for three days in protest, and 
Romero presided at Octavio Ortiz’s funeral, where he reflected upon the readings, Jonah 
3:1-5, 19; I Corinthians 7:29-31 and Mark 1:14-20. He spoke of Ortiz’s priesthood in the 
poor neighborhoods around San Salvador and reflected upon his conversion to the reign 
of God. He ended with the words, 
I am happy to tell you, dear fellow Christians that today when it is more 
dangerous to be a priest, we are receiving more vocations in the seminary. This 
year will break the record: twenty-seven young high school graduates are entering 
in the new seminary class. This reign of God in the world is a reign of God that 
makes the noble, the young, truly say, like the one in the gospel: ‘Let us go with 
him and die with him’” (John 11:16).117 
On January 30
th
, hundreds of priests and religious marched through the streets of 
the capital in silence, preceded by a single banner displaying the words, Basta ya – 
“We’ve had enough.” Regardless, the oppression continued. On May 8th, participants in a 
demonstration at the cathedral, protesting the arrest of five BPR leaders, were machine-
gunned by the army at the church gates. Twenty-five were killed and several hundred 
                                                 
117 Mons. Oscar A. Romero: Su Pensamiento, Vol. VI, (Publicaciones Pastorales del Arzobispado, 
1981), 135, quoted in Brockman, Romero A Life, 156. 
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wounded, the image being recorded by the well-represented world media. Similar events 
were repeated on May 22
nd
 outside the Venezuelan embassy, where many more were 
killed and maimed. In retaliation for these events, the FPL (Popular Liberation Forces) 
executed the Minister for Education, Carlos Herrera, leading the government to declare a 
state of siege. In tit-for-tat, Fr. Rafael Palacios, a priest associated with the national 
movement of Christian communities, was murdered on June 20
th
 in a street in Santa Tecla. 
Two days prior, he had been left a pamphlet on his car, printed with the image of a white 
hand with the initials UGB (White Warrior’s Union), warning him of his impending 
death. On August 4
th
, the body of Fr. Alirio Napoleón Macías, the first murdered priest to 
be from outside the diocese of San Salvador, was found beside the altar of his parish in 
the isolated village of San Esteban Catarina. His bishop, Msgr. Aparicio condemned the 
murder, hinting that he believed the government paramilitaries to be responsible. 
Notwithstanding and quite inexplicably, on September 9
th
 he launched a passionate attack 
upon FECCAS-UTC through a homily in his cathedral. He accused the popular 
organizations of being communist and promptly excommunicated their members, arguing 
that the four assassinated priests of the last twelve months or so; Grande, Navarro, 
Palacios and Macías, had been killed by leftists when they had attempted to break free of 
the organizations. 
Within two days of Fr. Macías’ death, Romero released his fourth pastoral letter, 
“The Church’s Mission amid the National Crisis” (Misión de la Iglesia en medio de la 
crisis del país) alluded to earlier. In the discussion above, I referred to the way in which 
this last pastoral letter constituted a development on Romero’s former letter on the church 
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and popular organizations, in that the “pastoral practice of accompanying the people 
(pastoral de acompañamiento) permitted priests and religious to more freely offer 
guidance and support to those committed to and involved in the popular organizations.
118
 
In addition to this, the fourth letter also saw some nuanced but substantial changes in 
Romero’s thought concerning insurrectional violence. In the earlier letter, Romeo had 
followed church teaching in scrupulous detail, referring to the Second General 
Conference of Latin American Bishops of 1968, at Medellín, Colombia. He had 
distinguished several types of violence: institutional violence, repressive state violence, 
seditious or terrorist violence (sometimes referred to as revolutionary), spontaneous 
violence that arises when people are attacked while exercising their rights, violence in 
legitimate self-defense, and finally the violence of non-violence. He had then reflected 
upon the church’s moral judgment on violence, referring to Medellín’s appeal to earlier 
papal teaching: that insurrection could be justified in the exceptional case of “evident and 
prolonged tyranny that seriously attacks the fundamental rights of the person and 
dangerously harms the common good of the country.”119 Nevertheless, as Medellín and 
indeed Paul VI had done, Romero counseled great caution when it came to counter-
violence, warning the popular organizations not to rest their confidence in such measures. 
In the fourth letter, Romero began his discussion of violence from the thought of 
the Third General Conference of Latin American Bishops of 1979 that he had attended in 
                                                 
118 This chapter, “Beyond the Point of No-Return: State Terrorism, the People and the Church, 
1977-1979,” Romero’s Fourth Pastoral Letter. 
119 Paul VI, “On the Development of Peoples” (Populorum Progressio), paragraph.31. 
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Puebla, Mexico only some months before. By this time, the popular organizations were 
more obviously linked to the armed resistance groups and the Sandinista victory in 
neighboring Nicaragua had injected a new resolve in the hearts and minds of many 
Salvadorans.
120
 Romero not only deepened his analysis, but reflected in it a more overt 
sympathy for the struggle of the people, and a guarded and conditioned recognition of the 
guerilla organizations, that in the third pastoral he had effectively dismissed and 
condemned.
121
 He also appealed, as he had earlier, to Paul VI’s statement concerning 
violence, but this time he wrote in detail, as if actively considering the possibility of what 
the right use of legitimate defense or insurrection might look like. He included three 
principles: namely that the violence used should not be greater than that of the unjust 
aggression that had fomented the situation; that the form of violence used remains in 
proportion to the need, but only when all peaceful avenues have been exhausted; and that 
the violence employed not usher in an even greater evil than that being resisted. He 
                                                 
120 Romero took a relatively low profile at Puebla, but not for that reason was the Salvadoran 
situation, indeed the broader Central American situation ignored by the conservative press, with Pedro 
Arrupe, Father-General of the Society of Jesus ‘grilled’ at a press conference given on February 9th, 1979. 
Three questions were of particular importance; one explicitly about the Jesuits in El Salvador, then two 
more broadly directed at the questions of left-wing priests and social communications; both designed to 
implicate the Jesuits. See “The Jesuits in Latin America: Father Arrupe’s Press Conference at Puebla,” in 
Arrupe, Pedro Arrupe, 283-305. 
121 He writes, “The church likewise condemns the arbitrary and repressive violence of the state. 
We in El Salvador well know, as did Puebla, how any dissent against the present form of capitalism and 
against the political institutions that support it is repressed with ever increasing violence and ever greater 
injustice – inspired by the theory of national security. We also know how the majority of the campesinos, 
the laborers, slum dwellers, and others who have organized themselves to defend their rights and to 
promote legitimate structural changes are simply declared to be ‘terrorist’ or ‘subversives.’ They are 
therefore arrested, tortured, murdered, or they simply disappear – and all without reference to the law or to 
any judicial institution that might protect them or give them the chance to defend themselves and prove 
their innocence. Faced with this prejudicial and unjust situation, many have decided that they had no 
alternative but to defend themselves with violence. And recently they have encountered, in response, the 
arbitrary violence of the state,” Fourth Pastoral Letter, “The Church’s Mission amid National Crisis,” in 
Archbishop Oscar Romero, Voice of the Voiceless, 143-144. 
72 
 
commented that the weighing up of these considerations is extraordinarily difficult and 
added – as if by way of appeal and by inference condemnation – that it is more 
reasonable and effective for the government to use its power to guarantee the 
fundamental rights of all, rather than to defend an unjust order. In sum then, Archbishop 
Romero advanced Medellín’s distinction about different types of violence. Firstly, he 
condemned without reservation the violence of the elites. Secondly he spoke with greater 
nuance about the violence of popular organizations linked to armed revolutionary groups. 
Thirdly and increasingly, he spoke of the right to self-defense and insurrection. In doing 
this, Romero effectively renounced the traditional role that the church had performed in 
El Salvador as the ideological buttress for the state. 
In response to an interviewer Romero said, 
When a dictatorship seriously attacks human rights and the common good of the 
nation; when it becomes unbearable and channels for dialogue, understanding and 
rationality are closed; when that happens the church speaks of the legitimate right of 
defense. To define the moment of insurrection, to indicate the moment when all the 
channels for dialogue are closed; that is not the church’s task. I’m shouting to this 
oligarchy to warn them: Open your hands, give up your rings, because the day will come 
when they’ll cut your hands off.122 
                                                 
122 Berryman, Roots of Rebellion, 315-316. The issue of human rights violations and the manner 
on which they amounted to genocide against particular groups of Salvadoran people – especially farmers, 
workers and students is corroborated convincingly by Gabriel A. González, “¿Genocidio y guerra de 
exterminio en El Salvador?” in ECA, (October-November, 1980), 983-1000. On the universal status of the 
U.N Genocide Convention of 1948 see Geoffrey Robertson, Crimes Against Humanity, (Penguin, 2006), 
261-264. 
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Coup D’état, Romero’s Death, Descent 
into Civil War: 1979-1980 
In the face of an unsustainable situation, on the morning of October 15
th
, 1979, 
four hundred officers of the Salvadoran army bloodlessly carried out a well coordinated 
plan to oust the regime that had by this time become an international pariah. The hopes 
placed in the new Junta, misplaced as it turned out, were largely based upon its make-up. 
Considered significant in particular, was the inclusion of civilian elements, including 
representation from the Catholic university’s rector, Román Mayorga and a young law 
professor Guillermo Ungo. The tough reality was that the old interests, represented by 
military hard-liners, would never let go, forcefully maintaining the upper hand over the 
genuine reformists. The sticking point was always the place of the popular organizations 
within the national equation, and any political solution necessarily involved an 
acceptance of that, something the military and the elites were never prepared to 
countenance. 
Additionally, the test concerning real change was always going to be about the 
events on the ground and whether the new government would address the question of the 
“disappeared” of earlier regimes. An ominous sign that the future would amount to 
nothing more than a continuation of how things had always been, was confirmed on the 
very first day of the new administration. Combined security forces and army troops 
attacked five factories that had been occupied by the BPR, killing eighteen people and 
arresting seventy-eight, a number of whom were tortured. Other events included by the 
end of the first week, over one hundred people killed by the military. Still later, on 
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October 29
th
, a demonstration by the group LP 28, was attacked with approximately 
eighty killed. 
Significantly the new arrangements created confusion and discord amongst those 
who formally had shared a broad consensus. On the one hand the popular church and 
kindred organizations were never convinced of the workability of the new government, 
while on the other, leaders of the UCA including Ignacio Ellacuría, backed the new 
arrangements as “rational.” In November, the CEBs’ office of coordination issued a 
statement condemning the Junta, virtually accusing its civilian members of complicity 
with the repression. Indeed the CEBs took the fight right up to the Catholic University 
and even to Romero himself, whom they clearly believed had failed in his judgment. 
Romero, by now an important political player himself, took a nuanced position, which 
some considered to amount to an endorsement of the Junta. In reality, it seems as if he 
was trying to offer as balanced a response as possible, one week criticizing the continued 
excesses of the government, another challenging the sectarianism of the popular 
organizations.
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By the end of the year, it seemed that the skepticism of the CEBs had been well 
justified. Cabinet-level civilians presented the military with an ultimatum, pointing to the 
rightward shift since the coup two months prior. By January 3
rd
, 1980, they resigned en 
masse.
124
 Within days a second Junta was announced, this time with a number of leading 
                                                 
123Romero, sermon (November 4th, 1979), La voz de los sin voz: La palabra viva de Monseñor 
Romero (San Salvador, UCA Editores, 1980), 417f, hereafter, Voz. 
124 It became increasingly clear that the military were simply utilizing the civilian presence as a 
mask behind which they continued to call the shots. In a conversation between myself and the former 
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Christian Democrats such as Héctor Dada and José Morales Ehrlich. By this time 
however, many including Romero himself, had become well and truly innoculated 
against the military attempts to seize the political initiative through disingenuously 
offering policies that mirrored the left. Accordingly, when the second Junta projected 
itself in similar terms to the first, speaking of its “popular and anti-oligarchic project,” 
Romero asked why were the military prepared to do now what they had not done weeks 
before with the first Junta. 
More importantly, the political momentum began to swing to the left, with the 
popular organizations beginning to unify as never before, perhaps heeding Romero’s plea 
that they learn to speak in political terms, to exert pressure rationally and intelligently.
125
 
On January 8
th
, 1980, the FPL (Popular Liberation Forces), the FARN (Armed Forces of 
National Resistance) and the PCS (Communist Party of El Salvador) announced their 
union into the Coordinating Politico-Military Body. Within days, in a parallel 
development, the popular organizations announced the formation of the CRM 
(Revolutionary Coordinating Body of Mass Organizations). The event was held in the 
law school at the National University as members of the FAPU (United Popular Action 
                                                                                                                                                 
commander of the FMLN (Farabundo Martí National Liberation Front) Fermán Cienfuegos in January 
1993, Cienfuegos confirmed, still with some considerable angst (14 years after the event), the manner in 
which the liberal elements of the opposition were totally used. “Ingenuamente se hicieron herramientas de 
los militares” – “Naively they made themselves tools of the military.” This was confirmed in his writings, 
Veredas de audacia: historia del FMLN, (San Salvador: ARCOIRIS, 1993), 25-26. The general consensus 
was that there had been three coups within the one: reform-minded young officers headed by Colonel 
Adolfo Majano; hardliners, linked to the oligarchy; and a group more closely associated with the Pentagon. 
According to this hypothesis, the hardliners and those attached to US military interests, allowed the passage 
of some reforms but quietly got on with the job of consolidating power in posts with command over troops. 
125 Romero, sermon, November 11th, 1979, Voz, 418f. 
76 
 
Front), the BPR (Revolutionary People’s Bloc), LP-28 (Popular Leagues-28) and UDN 
(National Democratic Union), raised clenched fists as their respective organizations were 
announced. On January 20
th
, twenty-six radio stations were briefly taken over for the 
transmission of a message concerning a mass march to be held two days later – January 
22
nd
 – the anniversary of the 1932 uprising. Reliable estimates put the number of 
marchers at 200,000, about four percent of the population. Threats were many and were 
in fact acted upon, as snipers shot from the safety of the roofs of public and commercial 
buildings. Within minutes, the huge crowd began to withdraw to the relative safety of the 
National University. 
By March, the majority of talented members of the Christian Democrat party, 
which officially continued as part of the Junta, had left for the popular organizations. On 
March 3
rd
, Héctor Dada resigned from the Junta and within days had left the country. 
Short of credibility, the administration raised the hoary promise of land reform. A state of 
siege was declared as troops took over 250 of the largest estates in the country. At the 
same time they moved against the peasant organizations, displacing thousands as internal 
refugees. Within days there were at least 2,000 in the capital seeking help from the 
church. In this context at the Sunday Mass on March 23
rd
, the fifth Sunday of Lent, 
Archbishop Romero offered his sermon, broadcast nationally as usual by the church radio 
station YSAX. After revealing many violent acts, including the killing of a student by the 
security forces on the grounds of the UCA, he appealed to the soldiers themselves. 
…I want to issue a call especially to the men of the army, and specifically to the 
rank and file of the National Guard, in the Police, in the barracks. Brothers you 
are part of your own people. You are killing you own campesino brothers and 
sisters. Prior to an order to kill that a man may give, God’s law must prevail that 
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says: Thou shalt not kill! No soldier is bound to obey an order against the law of 
God…No one need carry out an immoral law…It is time for you to reclaim your 
own consciences rather than the orders of sin. The church, defender of the rights 
of God, of human dignity, of the person, cannot remain silent in the face of such 
abomination. We want the government to take seriously that the reforms are of no 
worth if they are stained with so much blood. In the name of God, in the name of 
this suffering people whose ever more tumultuous laments rise to the heavens, I 
ask you, I beg you, I order you in the name of God: Stop the repression!
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At 6:30pm the next day, March 24
th
, 1980, as he recited the prayer requesting that 
the Eucharist would “feed us so that we may give our body and our blood to suffering 
and pain, as Christ did, not for himself but to give ideas of justice and peace to our 
people,” a marksman stepped into the rear of the Chapel of the Divine Providence cancer 
hospital where he was celebrating a memorial mass. With one shot Romero lay dying 
behind the altar. 
The following years saw more blood: the deaths of tens of thousands including Fr. 
Manuel Reyes on October 7
th
, 1980 and the four female missioners: lay missioner Jean 
Donovon, Ursuline missioner Dorothy Kazel, Maryknoll missioners, Maura Clarke and 
Ita Ford. The church, shaken by Romero’s assassination, retreated from the social conflict, 
leaving the initiative with the popular movement as it worked toward launching the 
General Offensive. The Jesuits continued to be in the line of fire, especially those from 
the UCA, who having been burnt from their experience of the first Junta, became more 
involved with the popular organizations and in the process of mediation. The witness and 
                                                 
126 Romero, sermon, March 23rd, 1980, San Salvador Cathedral, López Vigil, Piezas, 373, my 
translation. Also see Brockman, Romero: A Life, 241-242. Jacinto Busillo and Felipe Pick; staff monitoring 
the radio transmitters were under the impression that the sermon was being interrupted by static. They 
finally woke-up that it was in fact applause of the cathedral congregation. As they say, “The most 
deafening and prolonged applause that has ever been heard in the Cathedral of San Salvador,” López Vigil, 
Piezas, 374. 
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martyrdom of Oscar Romero served as a constant light to them in their thinking and 
acting. The power of Romero upon them was best articulated in the words of Ignacio 
Ellacuría at the archbishop’s memorial mass at the UCA: “in Archbishop Romero, God 
passed though El Salvador.”127 
                                                 
127 Sobrino, “Archbishop Romero and the Faith of Ignacio Ellacuría,” in Witnesses to the 
Kingdom: The Martyrs of El Salvador and the Crucified Peoples, (New York: Maryknoll, Orbis, 2003), 
212. 
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CHAPTER TWO: 
EL SALVADOR’S PROGRESSIVE CATHOLICISM: 
THEOLOGICAL FOUNDATIONS AND ETHICS 
There is in the heart of the Christian religion 
of the vast majority of Latin Americans, 
in their popular and communitarian wisdom, 
an emerging project, a new indigenous utopia, 
in which the encounter with the other, 
in that connatural solidarity of the poor, 
in the daily ritual of gift giving and receiving, 
is the forerunner of a new culture of solidarity. 
Christián Parker
1
 
In Chapter One, I concluded that the crucial components of Salvadoran historical 
experience comprised the land and its theft under both Spanish feudal and Salvadoran 
authoritarian capitalist structures, the abject failure of modernization and democratization, 
and the rise of popular organized resistance with the increasing but not universal support 
of the Salvadoran church. Still, in detailing the panorama in which Ignacio Ellacuría’s 
thought was to become charged with meaning and controversy during the 1980s, there 
remains an additional aspect for consideration; hinted at but not sufficiently explained in 
our references to Romero’s pastoral letters. This concerns the theological character of 
Salvadoran progressive Catholicism framed and formed by a number of factors: the 
                                                 
1 Christián Parker, “Christianity and the Cultural Identity of Latin America on the Threshold of the 
21st Century,” Social Compass: International Review of Sociology of Religion, 39, no. 4, (December 1992), 
581. 
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changing global face of Catholicism through Vatican II, the changing interpretation of the 
faith within Latin America after Vatican II, and the increasingly bloody situation within 
El Salvador itself. In this chapter the discussion of progressive Catholicism’s character 
will take us into conceptual territory that we shall later discover closely correlates to 
Ellacuría’s own thought. In taking this approach I am suggesting that it is well nigh 
impossible to understand Ellacuría apart from the particular popular history in which he 
was immersed, and by which he was most definitely molded. 
The Changing Global Face of Catholicism 
Fundamental to the intention of Pope John XXIII in his convocation of Vatican II 
was the desire that the Council would primarily address the pastoral reality of a postwar 
world characterized by conflict and rapid technological progress. In so doing, he spoke of 
the need to discern the “signs of the times” and to respond to the broad global desire to 
promote peace and social justice in a time of spiritual poverty.
2
 With this unusual 
emphasis upon the pastoral rather than the dogmatic, new ways of thinking about the 
church and the world were possible. Here three important considerations require mention. 
                                                 
2 That this contrasted sharply with the usual preoccupation for dogma was underscored in the 
opening address on October 11th, 1962, where he said, “The substance of the ancient doctrine of the deposit 
of faith is one thing and the way in which it is presented is another. And it is the latter that must be taken 
into great consideration with patience if necessary, everything being measured in forms and proportions of 
a magisterium which is predominantly pastoral in character,” “Pope John’s Opening Speech to the 
Council”, The Documents of Vatican II, eds. Walter M. Abbott and Joseph Gallagher (Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press, 1966), 5. See also the perceptive article of Alberto Melloni, “Suffering Because of the 
Church”, in Rethinking Martyrdom, eds. Teresa Okure, Jon Sobrino and Felix Wilfred, Concilium, no.1, 
(2003), 106-123. Melloni testifies to the difficulty the Curia had in accepting this new pastoral ethos where 
condemnation of errors had been the norm; almost becoming “a form of governance.” 111. 
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The first about the church, amounted to an almost 180 degree turn from the long-
held neo-scholastic position that had been marked by an almost exclusive concern for 
institution and hierarchy, to one focused through biblical and patristic sources upon 
communio or fellowship, participation and sharing.
3
 With this emphasis the Dogmatic 
Constitution on the Church, Lumen Gentium (Light of the Nations)
4
 lent local 
congregations and especially the laity within them, a totally new significance. No longer 
were congregations considered to be just a part of the Church, but rather the Church was 
considered to be fully present in each local community in and through its Eucharistic 
celebration.
5
 Moreover, not limited to just a participative model, Lumen Gentium also 
turned to a more dynamic historical understanding of the church as the “new people of 
God” on pilgrimage, on a journey to the reign of God. This contrasted sharply with the 
more static sacramentalist understanding that had been pursued in 1943 in Pius XII’s 
                                                 
3 This emphasis upon an ecclesiology of fellowship and sharing was promoted by the French 
Dominican Yves Congar, who had been profoundly influenced by the historically minded school of Le 
Saulchoir. In essence Congar argued for three things: first ressourcement, ‘”true” reform of the church 
through returning to the historical and biblical sources of faith. In so doing he held that one could arrive at a 
true sense of the church. Second, he distinguished between “structure” and “life” and “center” and 
“periphery” in explaining how to interpret reform and change in the church. Third, Congar underscored the 
relativity of church institutions, through underscoring God’s transcendence and the distinction between the 
church as it is and as it should be. See Yves Congar, Vraie et fausse réforme dans l’Eglise (Paris: Editión 
du Cerf, 1950) and “Renewal of the Spirit and Reform,” in Ongoing Reform of the Church, eds. Alois 
Muller and Norbert Greinacher (New York: Herder and Herder, 1972), 40, also Avery Dulles, Models of 
the Church (Garden City, NY: Image Books, 1978), 51-66. 
4 Lumen Gentium 26. 
5 It says, “This church of Christ is really present (vere adest) in all legitimately organized local 
groups of the faithful, which in so far as they are united to their pastors, are also quite appropriately called 
churches in the New Testament,” Vatican Council II: The Conciliar and Post Conciliar Documents, ed. 
Austin Flannery O.P., (Dublin, Ireland: Dominican Publications, 1977), 381, hereafter Vatican II: C&PC 
Documents. 
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encyclical, Mystici Corporis Christi (Mystical Body of Christ).
6
 These two new 
emphases upon the participative and historical became extraordinarily important to Latin 
American Christians in general and Salvadorans in particular, as they increasingly 
questioned the traditional feudalistic and aggressive capitalistic structures under which 
they had chafed for so long.
7
 
The second consideration, about the church in the world, served as the high point 
of the Council and constituted a crucial turning point for the Latin American church as a 
whole. The Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern World, Gaudium et Spes 
(Joy and Hope), like Lumen Gentium also took history seriously, in as much as it 
reflected a deeper awareness of the historical nature of human social life. In contrast to 
what had gone before, namely the appeal to the essential and unchanging principles of 
natural law as a means to interpreting changing realities, Gaudium et Spes argued for a 
more open and dynamic approach. In so doing the Council concluded, “And so mankind 
substitutes a dynamic and more evolutionary concept of nature, for a static one, and the 
                                                 
6 It was none other that Pope Benedict XVI who wrote his habilitation on the notion of the “people 
of God”. After the Council, Joseph Ratzinger published his writings on the church under the title Das Neue 
Volk Gottes (The New People of God). Later however he took the view that the Body of Christ was a better 
metaphor for understanding the church. He wrote in a way that reflects his restorationist orientation, “The 
emphasis with which the idea of the people of God was seized on during the Council meant that the 
emotion surrounding this discovery far exceeded what the biblical foundations could bear. Fortunately the 
Council documents themselves were able to avoid infection with this emotionalism. But it increased all the 
more in the period after the Council.” Joseph Ratzinger, Church, Ecumenism and Politics: New Essays in 
Ecclesiology, (Middlegreen, Slough, England: St Paul Publications, 1982), 21. 
7 Whilst there was a certain ‘flow-on’ from Vatican II to the Latin American church of an 
ecclesiology of “the people of God” or “the new people of God,” it is important to keep in mind that the 
term came to have distinct nuances with the change of time and context. Space precludes any extended 
discussion of this complex theme. See Enrique Dussel “‘Populus Dei’ in Populo Pauperum: From Vatican 
II, to Medellín and Puebla,” La Iglesia Popular: Between Fear and Hope eds. Leonardo Boff and Virgil 
Elizondo, Concilium 176, no. 6 (1984), Third World Theology (T&T Clark, 1984), 35-44. 
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result is an immense series of new problems calling for a new endeavor of analysis and 
synthesis.”8 
Additionally, Gaudium et Spes ventured forward in connecting the church’s 
mission and its social vision. Here the reign of God was understood to pertain to the right 
ordering of the social and economic order, affecting and co-penetrating every dimension 
of human life. Accordingly the church’s mission was constituted, it held, by four specific 
tasks: the defense of human dignity, the promotion of human rights, the cultivation of the 
unity of the human family, and the explication of the meaning of human life.
9
 
The third consideration, about the earth’s poor, while not central given the 
Council’s Eurocentric view of things, still was an issue of concern and opened the door to 
much deeper reflection in the subsequent Latin American Episcopal Councils 
(CELAM).
10
 The words of Gaudium et Spes were few but particularly forthright when it 
came to the question of the place of people’s rights to a just share of the earth’s bounty; 
“…every man has the right to posses a sufficient amount of the earth’s goods for himself 
                                                 
8 Gaudium et Spes 5. 
9 Ibid., 40-42. Flannery, ed., Vatican II: C&PC Documents, 939-943. Two other conciliar 
constitutions also developed the social message present in Gaudium et Spes. Apostolicam Actuositatem 
(The Decree on the Apostolate of the Laity) proposed that the laity have a twofold role: to work for 
evangelization and to renew the temporal order. The document grounds the lay role in Christ’s work of 
redemption that is related first to the salvation of the human being, but also the “renewal of the whole 
temporal order.” (AA 5-8). Ad Gentes Divinitus (The Decree on the Church’s Missionary Activity), also 
explains that the call to work for Christ’s redemption includes, “the right ordering of social and economic 
affairs.” (AGD 12) 
10 Gutiérrez writes accurately when he says, “It is an oft-noted fact that Gaudium et Spes in 
general offers a rather irenic description of the human situation; it touches up the uneven spots, smoothes 
the rough edges, avoids the more conflictual aspects, and stays away from the sharper confrontations 
among social classes and countries.” Gustavo Gutiérrez, A Theology of Liberation (London: SCM Press, 
1975), 34. 
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and his family. This has been the opinion of the Fathers and Doctors of the Church, who 
taught that men are bound to come to the aid of the poor and to do so not merely out of 
their superfluous goods. When a person is in extreme necessity he has the right to supply 
himself with what he needs out of the riches of others”.11 
The Changing Face of Latin American Catholicism in the Light of Vatican II 
Vatican II’s pastoral turn to history served as the spur for Latin American 
Catholicism to reconsider the faith in a similar light; Latin American historical 
experience.
12
 Central to this experience, as mentioned in Chapter One, was the issue of 
developmentalism, as it increasingly became the object of hostility and criticism, not only 
for its lack of positive results but because it had demonstrably failed to take on board the 
causes and roots of Latin America’s fundamental problems. Development, it was claimed, 
failed to reform institutions, it left intact the power interests of the elites and it failed to 
stop the exploitative activities of both national and international groups. 
Developmentalism also allegedly encouraged dependency, a situation where countries on 
the economic and political periphery were increasingly marginal to decisions of those in 
                                                 
11 Gaudium et Spes, 69. Flannery, ed., Vatican II: C&PC Documents, 975. 
12 Sigmund rightly opines, “The Second Vatican Council thus moved international Catholicism 
from a generally conservative and even authoritarian position to one that supported democracy, human 
rights and social justice…The most important single influence to modernize and galvanize the Latin 
American church was the Second Vatican Council.” Paul Sigmund, Liberation Theology at the Crossroads: 
Democracy or Revolution?, (New York: Oxford University Press, 1990), 19, 23. 
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the center, resulting in less and less power over their own future.
13
 In other words, for 
many Latin Americans, developmentalism appeared to constitute a substantial part of the 
problem, not the solution. 
Medellin 
From August 26
th
 to September 6
th
, 1968, the Second General Conference of 
Latin American Bishops (Latin American Episcopal Council-CELAM) assembled in 
Medellín, Colombia for the singular purpose of implementing the Vatican Council’s 
program of pastoral reform and renewal for Latin America. Pope Paul VI himself opened 
the event; the first time a Roman pontiff had ever set foot in the New World. The bishops 
took as their starting point, the Council’s “Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the 
Modern World,” Gaudium et Spes and Pope Paul VI’s encyclical of the year prior, “On 
the Development of Peoples” (Populorum Progressio). Integral to the sixteen documents 
                                                 
13 Dependency theory was and continues to be much debated even whilst it remains unfashionable 
in current neo-liberal theory and policy. Even before the term was widely coined by economists, historians 
spoke of dependency: e.g. J. Fred Rippy, Latin America: A Modern History, in particular the chapter 
entitled “Latin America’s Decided Dependence on Foreign Trade and Foreign Capital.” (Ann Arbor: 
University of Michigan Press, 1958), 389-390. For an outstanding explanation of dependency theory and in 
particular its connection with Marxism, see Gabriel Palma, chapter 1, “Dependency and Development: A 
Critical Overview,” in Dudley Seers, ed. Dependency Theory: A Critical Re-assessment, (London: Francis 
Pinter, 1981). The Brazilian economist Theotonio Dos Santos defined dependency in a way which many 
scholars eagerly appropriated. “Dependency is a situation in which a certain group of countries have their 
economies conditioned by the development and expansion of another country’s economy. The relationship 
of interdependency between two or more economies, and between these and the world economy assumes a 
dependent nature when some countries (the dominant) can expand and be self-starting, while at the same 
time the others (the dependent ones) can only act as a reflection of this expansion, an expansion that can 
have positive or negative influence on the dependent countries’ development.” In Helio Jaguaribe, Aldo 
Ferrer, Miguel S. Wionczek and Theotonio Dos Santos, La dependencia política-economíca de América 
Latina (Siglo Veintiuno, 1971), 180, cited by Michael J. Francis, “Dependency: Ideology, Fad and Fact,” in 
Michael Novak and Michael P. Jackson, eds., Latin America: Dependency or Independence?, (Washington 
D.C.: American Enterprise Institute, 1985), 89. 
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drafted at the meeting, was the recurring question over development and the summons to 
liberation.
14
 
The documents offered a sort of typology of three attitudes to social and political 
change. The first pertained to the traditional or conservative groups evident among the 
oligarchies that accepted the status quo and resisted any change that might harm their 
particular interests. The second pertained to developmentalist groups that focused upon 
the economic question through an emphasis upon production and technological progress. 
The third pertained to the revolutionary groups that sought radical social and economic 
change. In their analysis the bishops repeatedly condemned the inequality among the 
social classes, exploitive trade policies and the many situations of institutionalized 
violence. Still, denunciation had not the only or even last word, for the term liberation 
was especially appropriated in the document on education, where the call was made for 
                                                 
14 To assume that nothing much was going on in Latin America until Medellín would be incorrect. 
There was considerable activity as theologians and pastoral agents discussed with increasing vigor the 
issues confronting Latin America and the implications for faith. In March 1964, before in fact the end of 
Vatican II and the publication of Gaudium et Spes, a meeting was held in Petrópolis, Brazil where the 
principal speakers were Juan Luis Segundo, Lucio Gera and Gustavo Gutiérrez. Segundo’s presentation 
“Theological Problems of Latin America” spoke of three basic challenges: urbanization, multiplication of 
the means of communication and the rise of revolutionary social consciousness. He then put the question of 
evangelization, pointing out the problematic interpretations over the centuries, summing it up in the words, 
“In Latin America, the basic watchword is a minimum of demands so as to maintain a maximum of 
adherents….” Gutiérrez opened up new pathways with the question, “How do we establish a saving 
dialogue with the human being in Latin America?” He examined three groups: the popular masses, the 
technocratic elite and the conservative oligarchies. Latterly he analyzed the pastoral options: Christendom, 
the “spiritualistic” and finally a new pastoral approach summed up in the words, “status of humanity 
touched by grace vis-à-vis the church as institution.” See Roberto Oliveros Maqueo, ‘Meeting of 
Theologians at Petrópolis’, March 1964,” in Alfred T. Hennelly ed. Liberation Theology: a Documentary 
History (New York, Maryknoll, Orbis, 1990), 43-47, hereafter LT-DocHist. Similar anticipations of 
Medellín were also evident in the Third World Bishops, “A Letter to the Peoples of the Third World” 
(August 15th 1967) and the document of theologians and pastoral agents, “Populorum Progressio and Latin 
American Realities,” (November 1967), both in Alfred T. Hennelly, LT-DocHist, 48-57 and 58-61. 
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liberation integral to the church’s mission. Perhaps the most remarkable and remembered 
sentence of the conference was this: that the Christian message offers people “the 
possibilities of full liberation, the riches of integral salvation in Christ our Lord.”15 The 
term “integral salvation” summed up Medellín’s fresh approach to the challenge of how 
to connect divine grace and the world.
16
 For the first time the bishops were articulating a 
view where God’s saving work in history integrates and deepens human fulfillment. 
Rejecting simplistic identifications or confusions, aware that that the reign of God must 
await Christ’s return, the bishops nevertheless underscored, 
…the profound unity which exists between God’s plan of salvation realized in 
Christ and the aspirations of man; between the history of salvation and human 
history…between the supernatural gifts of charismas and human values.”17 
                                                 
15 Second General Conference of Latin American Bishops: The Church in the Present-Day 
Transformation of Latin America in the Light of the Council, (August 26th-September 6th, 1968) 
“Education,” 6, hereafter Medellín. 
16 This connection between the transcendent and the historical in large part was the result of earlier 
theological thought of the nouvelle theologie movement of the 1940s and 1950s. Here the supernatural was 
not to be understood as standing in contrast to or in opposition to the natural, but rather as the fulfillment or 
perfection of nature. This had important consequences for Latin American thought with regard to the 
manner in which eschatology and salvation were conceptualized. Supernatural salvation came to be 
considered as not an abrogation of but instead the perfection of the natural, hence the relationship between 
liberation and salvation. Gustavo Gutiérrez writes briefly on this in A Theology of Liberation: History, 
Politics and Salvation, trans. Sr. Caridad Inda and John Eagleson, (Maryknoll: Orbis 1998), chapter 5. For 
a broader historical understanding of the issue see Stephen J. Duffy, The Graced Horizon: Nature and 
Grace in Modern Catholic Thought (Liturgical Press, 1992), especially chapters 3, 4 and 8. Additionally 
see an excellent brief overview of nouvelle theologie and Transcendental Thomism in James C. 
Livingstone, Francis Schüssler Fiorenza with Sarah Coakley and James H. Evans Jr. , Modern Christian 
Thought: The Twentieth Century Vol. II (Prentice Hall, 2000), chapter 7. 
17 Medellín, “Catechesis” 4. Similar statements are made in the other documents: “In the search 
for salvation, we must avoid the dualism which separates temporal tasks from the work of sanctification” 
(Justice 5): “All creation is grafted onto the saving design that included all humankind.” (Liturgy 4): “All 
liberation is an anticipation of the complete redemption of Christ,” (Education 9). In bringing together 
creation and salvation in this manner the concluding message regarding the Latin American church’s 
commitments underlined a number of key “modifications’ in evangelization. These included, “To inspire, 
encourage and press for a new order of justice that incorporates all persons in the decision-making of their 
own communities”; “To encourage the professional organizations of workers, which are decisive elements 
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Puebla 
During the decade that followed, conditions throughout Latin America generally 
worsened with the rise of several military dictatorships. Embracing the political doctrine 
of national security, the authoritarian state assumed the dominant role, marginalizing and 
frequently eliminating all other social and political spaces.
18
 Notwithstanding, from the 
beginning of even the planning stages, the new leadership of CELAM, which had taken a 
sharp jerk to the right under the secretary generalship of Colombian Bishop Alfonso 
López Trujillo, sought to authoritatively shape the impending conference. This was 
                                                                                                                                                 
in socio-economic transformation”; “To promote a new evangelization and intensive catechesis that reach 
the elite and the masses in order to achieve a lucid and committed faith.” Medellín, “Message to the 
Peoples of Latin America: Commitments of the Latin American Church, in Alfred T. Hennelly, ed. LT-
DocHist., 93. Beyond Medellín three other declarations were made which tended to affirm Medellín’s 
integral salvation. The first was Justice in the World, the product of Catholic bishops from around the 
world who met in Rome in 1971. It stated, “Action on behalf of justice and participation in the 
transformation of the world [are]…a constitutive dimension of the preaching of the Gospel, or in other 
words, of the Church’s mission for the redemption of the human race and its liberation from every 
oppressive situation. (6) The second was the Declaration of the Synod on Evangelization, with the language 
of “integral salvation or complete liberation of human beings and of peoples”, “the total salvation of human 
beings or rather their complete liberation” and “the true and complete liberation of all humans, groups and 
peoples.” etc. The Synod also adopted the language of Medellín with regard to sin, speaking of the need “to 
eliminate the social consequences of sin which are translated into unjust social and political structures.” 
(308). Finally, Paul VI’s “On Evangelization in the Modern World” (Evangelii nuntiandi); his response to 
the Synod’s recommendations, wrote, “Christ proclaims salvation, this great gift of God which is liberation 
from everything that oppresses human beings but which is above all liberation from sin and the Evil One, in 
the joy of knowing God and being known by Him, of seeing Him and being given over to Him (EN 9, cf. 
18.31). That said, Paul did not go as far as Medellín, defining the relationship between salvation and 
liberation with more caution; accordingly, “The Church links human liberation and salvation in Jesus 
Christ, but she never identifies them, because she knows through revelation, historical experience and the 
reflection of faith that not every liberation is necessarily consistent and compatible with an evangelical 
vision of man, of things and events.” (EN 35) 
18 For discussion and analysis of the national security state, see José Comblin, chapter 5, “National 
Security and Christianity” in The Church and the NSS; also José Manuel Santos, “La Seguridad Nacional, 
condición del bien común,” in Iglesia y Seguridad Nacional, ed. Equipo Seladoc, (Salamanca: Ediciones 
Sígueme, 1980). The best inquiry into any country’s experience of national security was the 52,000-page 
Informe Sábato of Argentina’s CONADEP (The National Commission on the Disappearance of People – 
Comisión Nacional de Desapariciones de Personas) authorized by the government of President Raúl 
Alfonsín after the fall of the military as the result of the Falkland’s (Islas Malvinas) debacle. 
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attempted through strict control of the theological contents and agenda, the meticulous 
appointment of generally conservative delegates, and the overt exclusion of any experts 
(periti) who were associated with liberation theology.
19
 Indeed the struggle did not end 
there, as after the event, alternative and opposing interpretations were offered and fought 
over.
20
 
Despite these attempts to move Puebla in a more conservative direction, its 
continuity with Medellín was unmistakable. The delegates affirmed that Puebla would 
remain faithful to the spirit of Medellín, expressing their desire to deepen Medellín’s 
                                                 
19 Not to be outdone, the few progressive bishops ‘unofficially’ invited their own experts, lodging 
in a near-by convent outside the conference walls. Unable to enter, the progressive bishops would deliver 
each paper of the conference into their hands, whereby it was analyzed and the resulting position papers of 
the liberation group would be delivered back to the conference within hours. As Moisés Sandoval writes, 
“By working day and night (at one point Gustavo Gutiérrez went twenty-four hours with only one hour of 
sleep), the outside theologians and social scientists were able to prepare eighty-four position papers for the 
twenty-one commissions as the final document went through four drafts. Consequently, according to the 
several delegates, at least 25 percent of the final document was written directly by these uninvited 
assistants.” Moisés Sandoval, “Report from the Conference,” in Puebla and Beyond, eds., John Eagleson 
and Philip Scharper (New York: Maryknoll, Orbis, 1979), 36. Also see Arthur. F. McGovern, Liberation 
Theology and Its Critics: Toward an Assessment, (New York: Maryknoll, Orbis, 1989), 11-14, 47-50. 
20 See Comblin, “La Iglesia latinoamericana desde Puebla a Santo Domingo,” in José Comblin, 
José I. González Faus, Jon Sobrino, Cambio social y pensamiento cristiano en América Latina (Madrid: 
Editorial Trotta, 1993), 29-56. Comblin paints the picture of CELAM’s and Rome’s desire to impose a 
language and theology of culture over that of liberation. To that extent Puebla reflected a sort of 
schizophrenia despite the claims that it was one document. For a study of the various perspectives from 
which Puebla was viewed, see CICT (Conferencia de Instituciones Católicas de Teología, Puebla en la 
reflexión teológica de América Latina (CICT and La facultad de teología de la Pontificia Universidad 
Javeriana, 1981), hereafter CICT- Puebla; especially J.C. Scannone, “Diversas interpretaciones 
Latinoamericanas del documento de Puebla.” 103-130, and Míguel Manzanera, “Liberación en Puebla,” 
175-182. Scannone examines four options: interpreting Puebla from the key of ‘communion and 
participation”, the “preferential option for the poor”, the evangelization of culture” and “the clarification of 
doctrine.” He concludes that the first three “form an articulate and organic unity,” while rejecting the 
last.102. 
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orientations and commitments, through again uttering a prophetic no to much of Latin 
American reality.
21
 Accordingly they wrote: 
From the depths of the countries that make up Latin America a cry is rising to 
heaven, growing louder and more alarming all the time. It is the cry of a suffering 
people who demand justice, freedom and respect for the basic rights of human 
beings and peoples. A little more than ten years ago, the Medellín Conference 
noted this fact…. The cry might well have seemed muted back then. Today it is 
loud and clear, increasing in volume and intensity, and at times full of menace.
22
 
In discerning the value of Puebla for progressive Catholicism, three points are of 
especial value. Firstly, within Puebla there stands the seed of a theology of history. In a 
sense the locus of this theology embraces the reality of the continent that the document 
paints, and on the other, the response of evangelization prioritized through the 
preferential option for the poor. This theology of history enables Puebla to take seriously 
the ultimacy of social, political and economic events in the unraveling of God’s history, 
especially the destructive effects of poverty on the lives of so many.
23
 Accordingly 
Christians are called to “discern the summonses of God in the signs of the times,” to 
denounce those things that run counter to the “filiation originating in God the Father, and 
the brotherhood rooted in Jesus Christ,” and to announce the evangelical values of 
communion and participation.
24
 
                                                 
21 Puebla: Evangelization at Present and in the Future of Latin America: Conclusions 
(Middlegreen, Slough, England: St. Paul Publications, 1980), paragraphs 12, 15, and 85. 
22 Ibid., paragraphs 87-89. 
23 Puebla, paragraph 30. 
24 Ibid., paragraph 15. Whilst this germinal theology of history emerges in Puebla, there is 
nonetheless a real deficit in as much as there is no real discussion of the space that lies between the 
ecclesial and the historical: in other words between the world of faith and evangelism and the world of 
politics and ideologies. This as Jon Sobrino says is precisely where pastoral work is carried out. Jon 
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Secondly, in Puebla liberation is taken up from Medellín and continues as a key 
theme. For Puebla there can be no evangelization without “integral liberation”: a 
liberation that most definitely includes liberation from historical misery in the 
construction of the “Civilization of love.”25 In speaking this way, Puebla expounds the 
meaning of liberation through the lens of “liberation from” and “liberation for.” The 
former includes “liberation from all forms of bondage, from personal and social sin, and 
from everything that tears apart the individual and society…”26 Fundamental to this 
dimension is a prior anthropology that understands human alienation as grounded in two 
realities: the human obsession with security that blinds the human person to his relational, 
communal and social vocation; and the results of such behavior: the broad privation for 
the majorities of the conditions necessary for the realization of human dignity.
27
 The 
latter, “liberation for” includes liberation “for progressive growth in being through 
communion with God and other human beings…,”28 culminating in the eschatological 
communion of heaven.
29
 In other words, Puebla understands that the divine invitation to 
                                                                                                                                                 
Sobrino, “The Significance of Puebla for the Catholic Church in Latin America.” in Puebla and Beyond, 
eds., John Eagleson and Philip Scharper, 299. 
25 See Míguel Manzanera on the relationship between evangelization and liberation, “Liberación 
en Puebla,” CICT-Puebla, 178. 
26 Ibid., paragraph 482. 
27 Puebla, paragraphs 28, 29, 476. 
28 Ibid., paragraph 482. 
29 Puebla’s “integral liberation” is synonymous with Medellín’s “integral salvation” (see n.26), 
although it should be acknowledged that Puebla attempts to ground the term more effectively in political 
and social reality. Notwithstanding, Puebla does not escape definite idealist tendencies, not least traceable 
to its attitude to ideologies. At one point, the bishops state “They” referring to the faithful, “must be taught 
how to analyze reality, how to reflect on this reality from the standpoint of the gospel, how to choose the 
most suitable objectives and means, and how to them in the most sensible way for the work of 
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become ‘more,’ something I shall develop in my discussion of Ignacio Ellacuría’s 
philosophy of liberation a little later, inherently includes a recognition of our identity in 
and ‘belongingness’ to others.30 
Thirdly, in Puebla there is a distinct and overt priority for the poor. Integral 
liberation, through which human beings are fulfilled as children of God, applies of course 
to all people, excluding no-one. That said, such liberation begins with a preference for 
                                                                                                                                                 
evangelization.” (P. 1307) In keeping with this invitation to the faithful to reflect rationally and 
intelligently, so as to avoid fundamentalisms of either religious or political natures, it was logical that the 
bishops also acknowledged that ideologies are necessary in such thought; accordingly their statement that 
“ideologies seem to be necessary for social activity, insofar as they are mediating factors leading to action,” 
(P.535, 539). This foray into ‘real reality’ however was short lived in that it clashed with John Paul II’s 
statement at the opening of the conference when he stated quite firmly, “The Church does not need to have 
recourse to ideological systems in order to love, defend and collaborate in the liberation of the human 
being.” (P. 355). In keeping with this idealist approach, the Pontiff added “In fidelity to this commitment” 
of its commitment to those most in need, “the Church wishes to maintain its freedom with regard to the 
opposing systems, in order to opt solely for the human being. Whatever the miseries or sufferings that 
afflict human beings, it is not through violence, power-plays, or political systems but through the truth 
about human beings, that they will find their way to a better future.” (Puebla, Opening Address of John 
Paul II, section III, 3). In sum then, Puebla is unclear as to its position with regard to the political. It seems 
that the Church stands independent of the need perhaps for social analysis, but most certainly of ideological 
systems as interpretative aids. It appears that Puebla wills the ends without the means, that Puebla 
enunciates principles without concerning itself with their historical viability. For this reason Gregory 
Baum, writes, “What then are Catholics to do?” Puebla accepts that Christians are in need of an ideology to 
translate their social ideals into social practice, but they have no such ideology available to them. He adds, 
“The existing ideologies are considered sources of danger, but nothing is said that points to the creation of 
an ideology adequate to people’s political and human needs,” Gregory Baum, Catholic Theological Society 
of America: Proceedings of the 34th Annual Convention, Atlanta Georgia, June 13th-16th, 1979, Vol. 34, 
171-175. 
30 The importance of this idea of “belonging to others” can really only be understood in the light of 
how totally counter-intuitive it is for Latin American oligarchs. In 1990 whilst I was working in El 
Salvador, I was invited to the home of a leading wealthy family of San Salvador. Behind the electrified 
barbed-wire fence placed on the ramparts of an already two meter high wall, the family had their own water 
supply and electricity supplies, not to mention other ‘privatized’ resources. In referring to the obvious lack 
of reliable water supply from the areas where I lived along with the majority of the city, I asked the 
question about public infrastructure and an adequate tax base to provide it. The family looked at me totally 
uncomprehendingly; pointing out that progressive tax kills entrepreneurial initiative: this despite the tax 
rate in El Salvador at that time being less than 5 percent. I was not invited back. For an incisive analysis of 
the way the state in Latin America has sought to provide itself with adequate tax bases, including 
nationalization of some industries, see Jorge G. Castañeda, Utopia Unarmed: the Latin American Left after 
the Cold War (New York: Vintage Books, 1993), chapters 13 and 14. 
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and solidarity with the poor.
31
 As before, there is present here as well a theology of 
history of sorts, where God the Father of Jesus assumes the defense of the poor and Jesus 
the Son directs his efforts primarily to the poor.
32
 In following this path and giving 
expression to this history, the church, through its mission of evangelization, not only 
becomes credible due to its own vulnerability to persecution, but also opens itself to 
learning from the poor and ultimately to conversion.
33
 Ultimately Puebla moves beyond 
Medellín, asserting the crucial importance of the CEBs in calling the church to a deeper 
understanding of its own nature and mission. In this light Puebla argues, 
Commitment to the poor and oppressed and the rise of grassroots communities, 
have helped the Church to discover the evangelizing potential of the poor. For the 
poor challenge the Church constantly, summoning it to conversion; and many of 
the poor incarnate in their lives, the evangelical values of solidarity, service, 
simplicity, and openness to accepting the gift of God.”34 
Hence both Medellín and Puebla constituted vehicles for growth in the Latin 
American Catholic church’s consciousness of its mission and identity. Through both 
conferences the drama of Latin America’s historical condition served as the object of 
focus, while their missiological responses of “integral salvation” and “integral liberation” 
were built through the preferential option for the poor. In building this response, the place 
                                                 
31 Puebla, paragraph 1134. 
32 Ibid. 
33 Ibid., paragraphs 1145, 1138, 1134. 
34 Ibid, paragraph 1147. 
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of the progressive grass roots communities, problematic as they were for some, was 
assured.
35
 
The Theological Character of Progressive Catholicism in El Salvador 
The explosive synthesis of global and Latin American Catholicism with 
Salvadoran social and political reality provided an extraordinary stimulus to the 
deepening of pastoral and theological consciousness amongst progressive Catholics in El 
Salvador. More particularly the emerging inspiration of a specifically liberative 
soteriology grounded in a burgeoning theology of history from the Catholic magisterium, 
confirmed progressive Catholicism’s instincts and intuition. At the grass roots, it 
encouraged the communities to prosecute their faith with a new confidence, certain that 
they were not alone.
36
 Here I shall underscore two fundamental points in my attempt to 
explain the theological character of Salvadoran progressive Catholicism: the idea of one 
universal history expressed in and experienced through ritualized narrative, and the 
development of what I refer to as a martyrial ethic; in other words an ethic that was 
                                                 
35 The difference in terms “integral salvation” and “integral liberation” of Medellín and Puebla 
respectively has been a source of debate: was there a change in meaning here? Dean Brackley believes not 
and most theological opinion would agree. He writes with regard to Puebla, “‘Christian liberation’ is 
another word for salvation.” Brackley, Divine Revolution: Salvation and Liberation in Catholic Thought 
(New York, Maryknoll: Orbis, 1996), 8, hereafter Divine Revolution. 
36 To review the importance of this liberative soteriology embedded in a theology of history see 
not just what has immediately preceded in the form of the discussion of Vatican II, Medellín and Puebla, 
but also Archbishop Oscar Romero’s “Third Pastoral Letter: The Church and Popular Political 
Organizations” and “Fourth Pastoral Letter: The Church’s Mission amid the National Crisis” in Voice of the 
Voiceless, 85-113, and 114-161. Also see my analysis in chapter 1, “Beyond the Point of No-Return” 
regarding Archbishop Romero’s thought in his third and fourth pastoral letters. 
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perceived to fuel the death of many witnessing Christians, an ethic that became identified 
with and grounded in thecollective experience of martyrdom. 
One Universal History: Ritual and its Role 
For the poor of Latin America, the “power of popular religion relies in large part 
on an explicit connection between sacred and current history.”37 In making this 
observation, Peterson contends that for many Salvadoran Catholics, “… human history is 
shot through with divine significance….”38 What she means by this is that popular 
progressive Catholicism places human events in sacred history and also identifies divine 
elements and figures within human history. It was this inter-relationship that carried such 
weight during the period of extreme conflict in the 1970s and 1980s in El Salvador, as 
people asked about the realities of persecution and death, seeking to locate answers 
within the framework of the biblical story and Christian tradition. 
But how was this inter-relationship between sacred and current history actually 
expressed? In essence progressive Catholicism associated the sacred and the human 
through narratives nourished by religious ritual; in particular the Eucharist and the lay-led 
                                                 
37 Anna L. Peterson, Martyrdom and the Politics of Religion: Progressive Catholicism in El 
Salvador’s Civil War (New York: State University of New York Press, 1997), 88, hereafter Martyrdom and 
Politics. See also the analysis of Reynaldo Clemena Ileto, Payson and Revolution: Popular Movements in 
the Philippines 1840-1910, (Manila, the Philippines: Ateneo de Manila University Press, 1979). Ileto 
speaks of the Filipino poor seeing things in terms of a “universal history”: a history that transcends the 
sacred and the profane and where both may be distinguished but never separated as such. As we shall see 
Ignacio Ellacuría’s thought reflects a similar line, as he suggests that the great majorities of Latin American 
Christians unify both salvation history and “real” history: he calls this “the great history of God.” Ignacio 
Ellacuría, “Historicidad de la salvación cristiana,” in Escritos teológicos, I (San Salvador: UCA Editores, 
2000), 571, hereafter ET. 
38 Ibid., 172. 
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vía cruces.
39
 In broad terms both these rituals served to do two things: provide identity 
amongst the poor and explain the overwhelming contemporary events of violence.
40
 
Concerning the first, both rituals built upon traditional ideas of community 
affirming identity and solidarity. For example, CEB’s communities habitually included 
everyday items such as food and working tools as offerings at the altar prior to the 
Eucharist. Further, within popular masses such as the Salvadoran People’s Mass (MPS) 
(La Misa Popular Salvadoreña) and the Nicaraguan Peasant Mass (MCN) (La Misa 
Campesina Nicaragüense), the identification of the poor with Jesus is expressed through 
the memory of Jesus’ particular solidarity with them. Indeed the opening song of the 
Nicaraguan mass speaks thus, 
You are the God of the poor, 
The simple and human God, 
The God who sweats in the street, 
The God with the weather-beaten face. 
This is why I talk to you the way my people talk, 
because you are the laboring God, the worker Christ.
41
 
                                                 
39 The rituals of the Eucharist and the vía crucis are central components of popular progressive 
Catholic narratives in the sense that the narrative is the means through which people construct a story to 
make sense of their experiences, explain their collective and personal identities, and even mobilize action. 
In this sense narratives are always social constructs that are told for a reason, told to make a point. See 
Mark Johnson, Moral Imagination: Implications of Cognitive Science for Ethics (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1993), 170-178. Also see Paul Ricoeur, Time and Narrative, vol. 1, (Chicago: Chicago 
University Press, 1984), 66. 
40 What was new to this way of interpreting the sacraments and rituals was that the traditional 
manner of viewing them ahistorically changed. They were read through the lens of particular priority for a 
historicized evangelization that prioritized liberation. See José M. Castillo, “Sacramentos y teología de la 
liberación,” in Revista Latinoamericana de teología, no. 21, (1990), 325-334, hereafter RLT. 
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The vía crucis also pursues a similar understanding of the identity and dignity of 
the poor through Jesus. A booklet created by the so-called Maíz Team that produced 
pastoral materials used in El Salvador’s CEBs, reinforces the identity of Jesus as one who 
was poor, and as a poor one was victimized by the wealthy.
42
 
That said this mutual identity of Jesus and the poor does not end with mere 
resignation but leads to a demand for action on behalf of the suffering majorities. As 
Peterson suggests, the popular rituals provide poor people with a “sense of vocation” as 
they come to see that they themselves are chosen by God and in turn accept Jesus the 
“poor one” and his reign.43 In a real sense then there is underscored a strong view that the 
God of Jesus stands with them, that their struggle for justice is legitimate and even sacred. 
Consequently, there is within progressive Catholicism a complete turn-around from the 
traditional popular view that the poor are victims of “divinely-willed injustice,” to the 
conviction that the poor themselves are shapers of a new just order, consistent with the 
divine plan. In short, the liturgical ritual restructures the world, projecting a new society, 
                                                                                                                                                 
41 Translated by Peterson from the Archdiocese of San Salvador’s song book, El pueblo canta, 
Martyrdom and Politics,76. The two most frequently used masses amongst the Salvadoran CEBs had very 
different origins. The Nicaraguan Peasant Mass was written by professional musicians the Mejía Godoy 
brothers; both Sandinistas. The Salvadoran People’s Mass was written by average lay people. The 
Nicaraguan Mass had enormous influence throughout Latin America as a whole, traversing continents and 
even denominational traditions. My own congregation: Methodist and poor in the northern suburbs of the 
city of Concepción, Chile, also used it frequently; especially the Creed (Credo) which was universally the 
most loved part of the Mass. 
42 Ibid., 76. 
43 Ibid., 77. To understand the connection between the numerous historical Christologies of the 
conquista and colonization and the politics that flowed from these, see the insightful article of Saúl 
Trinidad, “Cristología-Conquista-Colonización” in Jesús: ni vencido ni monarca celestial, eds. José 
Miguez Bonino et al, (Buenos Aires, Tierra Nueva, 1977), 89-110. 
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which stands as a judgment upon what has been and a promise of what may become.
44
 
The “Gloria” of the Salvadoran Mass supports this conviction in inescapable terms, 
The gods of power and money oppose themselves to transfiguration 
Because of this you, Lord, are the first to raise your arm against 
oppression…because you are just and defend the oppressed, 
Because you are truly love and care for us, 
Today all your people come determined to proclaim our value and dignity.
45
 
Turning to the manner in which progressive Catholicism explained to the faithful 
the crushing experience of violence during the years of civil war, again liturgical life 
stood as the fundamental pedagogical and experiential tool. Both the Eucharist and the 
vía crucis, through their persistent reflection upon the suffering and dying Jesus within 
the context of his teachings and actions for justice, illuminated the conviction that true 
believers would face death at the hands of an establishment that eliminates those who 
offend and challenge it. Important here was the conviction that such death of the innocent 
was not due to any divine capriciousness or necessity but rather an historical one: human 
sinfulness, which demands blood as the price of liberation. Religious songs created by the 
                                                 
44 For discussion of this restructuring of the material historical world from the perspective of 
Nicaragua’s popular church see Roger N. Lancaster, Thanks to God and the Revolution: Popular Religion 
and Class Consciousness in the New Nicaragua (New York: Columbia University Press, 1988), 202-205. 
Lancaster speaks of the place of the Bible within the liturgy of the popular church. He writes, “The time of 
the ancient Hebrews and the time of Christ become superimposed: on the time of the Conquest, the time of 
Sandino and the immediate present…The Bible re-enchants life, even as life reinvests the Bible with 
meaning. The mystery here is this: the Bible is both a timeless and a historical document, and the God that 
animates it both an unchanging essence and a volatile force whose self-disclosure to humanity proceeds 
through stages as a historical process. Those stages define the history of the poor.” 204. 
45 Peterson, Martyrdom and Politics, 77. In my view the term translated by Peterson as “decided” 
is better translated as “determined”, perhaps more in keeping with the tenor of the original text. For further 
discussion of the idea of the dignity of a people see Pablo Galdámez, La fe de un pueblo: historia de una 
comunidad cristiana en el Salvador 1970-1980 (San Salvador: Editores UCA, 1983), in English Faith of a 
People: The Life of a Basic Christian Community in El Salvador (New York, Maryknoll: Orbis, 1986), 
chapter 1, “Build me a People!” 
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Salvadoran communities further confirmed this belief; in particular those written in honor 
of several murdered priests. The song written for Fr. Alirio Macías, spoke of his church 
community Santa Catarina as the “new Calvary” where a “cross is raised together with 
the body of Fr. Macías, who died because he followed Jesus.”46 Cast in these terms the 
violent death of the many thousands of Christians became endowed with meaning and 
value and the relationship between sacred and real history flowed in both directions: 
murdered believers entered into sacred history while divine events and characters 
“irrupted” into the present.47 
A Martyrial Ethic of and for the Reign of God 
The casting of oppression as the result of human sin, not divine will, along with a 
new self-identity as shapers of a new just order consistent with the divine plan, stimulated 
the development of an ethic. This was an ethic grounded in the experience of martyrdom, 
that spoke of the imperatives of “truth telling” and “building justice,” while straining 
forward to the reign of God. The next few pages will attempt to unravel the nature of this 
ethic but initially I need to begin with the experience of martyrdom itself. 
                                                 
46 Ibid., 80; for discussion about Fr. Macías and the circumstances of his death, see chapter 1, 
“Beyond the Point of No-Return.” 
47 Space does not allow discussion about the issue of whether progressive Catholicism promoted a 
sort of fatalism with regard to death; romanticizing and generating quixotic visions concerning it. This is in 
fact the line of attack made by David Stoll in Is Latin America Turning Protestant? The Politics of 
Evangelical Growth, (Berkeley, University of California Press, 1990), 313-314. Stoll accuses liberationist 
intellectuals of provoking the poor to ‘heroic’ sacrifice while they themselves remain comparatively safe. 
Peterson takes issue with Stoll, arguing that he fails to understand the religiously grounded interpretations 
of political events and that “religious engagement and political struggle have not been contradictory but 
mutually reinforcing.” Martyrdom and Politics, 166. Further Peterson argues that progressive Catholics 
repeatedly speak of the need for prudence and speak of martyrdom as “death before its time,” 176. 
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The final document of Puebla hesitated about the authenticity of the martyrdom of 
many Latin American Christians.
48
 The reason for this had to do with martyrdom’s 
customary interpretation and its apparent incompatibility with the view of progressive 
Catholicism. Officially the criteria for martyrdom were established in the mid 1700s by 
Pope Benedict XIV. Benedict established that a Christian martyr was a believer who dies 
for the faith, whose killer is provoked to the act of murder by the victim’s “clear and 
unambiguous profession of faith,” and that the killer is motivated by hatred of the faith – 
odium fidei. Now the challenge of deciding who is a martyr and who is not has at times 
been obscured by the issue of whether candidates were killed for hatred of the faith as 
such or for their associations with particular political causes. In this regard, the case of 
the Polish priest Maximilian Kolbe, killed by the Nazis in 1941 was instrumental in 
broadening the Catholic Church’s view of martyrdom through the controversial 
introduction of a new category of martyr by Pope John Paul II, the “martyr of charity.”49 
                                                 
48 See Puebla 92, 265, 668, 1138 and 87, where the words “martyrs” and “martyrdom” are quite 
clearly avoided. Additionally see the note on martyrdom in the Working Document prepared by CELAM in 
1978. 
49 This new category is not without its problems: in part because of the lack of clarity about it. 
Pope Paul VI, after beatifying Kolbe in 1971, received a delegation of Poles at the Vatican, including the 
then Archbishop Karol Wojtyla. In his address, the pope “allowed that Kolbe could be considered a ‘martyr 
of charity’.” Kenneth L. Woodward, Making Saints: How the Catholic Church Determines Who Becomes a 
saint, Who Doesn’t, and Why, (New York, Touchstone, Simon and Schuster, 1990), 145, hereafter Making 
Saints. The problem, as Woodward explains, was that the term “martyr of charity” had no “theological or 
canonical standing” hence he could not be venerated as a martyr. At heart the question was whether Kolbe 
had died as a “martyr for the faith.” The difficulty was that the Nazis had never publicly proclaimed their 
hatred of the Christian faith – odium fidei; indeed they formally had pledged to defend it. Further, the 
commission appointed to investigate, discounted that Kommandant Fritsch of Auschwitz, had ever wanted 
Kolbe killed because of his specific (my italics) priestly identity. Rather it was Kolbe who had stepped 
forward to request that he take the place of one of the people chosen to starve to death. According to 
witnesses, upon Kolbe stepping forward and asking he replace prisoner Gajownicezek, Fritsch asked “Who 
are you?” Kolbe replied, “A Catholic priest.” Despite the commission’s reluctance to declare Kolbe a 
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Karl Rahner saw the issue in a similar light when he argued for a broadening of 
the traditional criteria. In so doing he held that one may die for “the entirety of the 
Christian confession or merely one single truth of Christian teaching on faith and 
morals…understood within the context of the entirety of the Christian message.”50 In so 
claiming, Rahner appealed to Thomas Aquinas who in the thirteenth century asked 
whether dying for the common good could be considered from a theological perspective 
to be martyrdom. Significantly he answered in the affirmative, arguing: “Human good 
can become divine good if it is referred to God.”51 In taking up Thomas’ line of argument, 
Rahner challenged the traditional idea of the martyr’s death as one that necessarily 
excludes an active struggle for the faith and for its moral demands. In arguing thus, he 
appealed to the Christian memory about Jesus, who while passively enduring the moment 
                                                                                                                                                 
martyr for the faith, John Paul II, an enthusiast for the canonization of a fellow Pole, did canonize Kolbe 
for “heroic virtue in laying down his life for another prisoner.” He did this at St Peter’s Basilica on 
November 9th, 1982 before 250,000 people; one of the largest crowds ever gathered for a canonization. 
John Paul II proclaimed, “And so, in virtue of my apostolic authority I have decreed that Maximilian Maria 
Kolbe, who after his beatification was venerated as a confessor, shall henceforward be venerated also as 
Martyr!” Ibid., 147. Still however, doubt continues over Kolbe’s status as a martyr of the faith. Nor did 
John Paul II actually repeat Paul VI’s term “martyr of charity.” The general view has become however that 
“…John Paul II sanctioned the concept of the martyr of charity as a new category of saint – and with it the 
possibility of bestowing the title of martyr on a wider range of candidates,” ibid., 147. 
50 Karl Rahner, “Dimensions of Martyrdom: A Plea for the Broadening of a Classical Concept,” 
Concilium: Martyrdom Today 183 (1983), 9. 
51 The text reads, “Human good can become divine good if it is referred to God; therefore any 
human good can be a cause of martyrdom, in so far as it is referred to God,” Woodward, Making Saints, 
150. Rahner says, “Thomas says that someone is a martyr through a death that is clearly related to Christ if 
he is defending society (res publica) against the attacks of its enemies who are trying to damage the 
Christian faith, and if in this defense he suffers death.” He adds in the last paragraph, “A legitimate 
‘political theology,’ a theology of liberation, should concern itself with this enlargement of the concept. It 
has a very down-to-earth practical significance for a Christianity and a Church that mean to be aware of 
their responsibility for justice and peace in the world.” Ibid., 11. 
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of death, nonetheless came to that very moment because of “the struggle he waged 
against those in his day who wielded religious and political power.”52 
From Thomas to Rahner to John Paul II, there accordingly has been a current of 
thought that has collided with the usual theological fault lines, a current that has sought to 
broaden the conceptual understanding of martyrdom, to extricate it from the traditional 
environment of scrupulous piety. Put another way, martyrdom has increasingly been seen 
as something not to be reserved for the recto religious in the purest sense, but to be 
extended to the recto political; just as long as this latter way originates in faith and the 
Gospel.
53
 Now these were precisely the instincts of progressive Salvadoran Catholicism 
during the twenty years between 1970 and 1990, these were the instincts that led to the 
spontaneous popular celebration of “Saint Romero” within days of his assassination. In 
asking the question why martyrdom, the answer bore upon the recto political, reflected in 
the imperatives of telling the truth and building justice. Let us now proceed to explore 
this ethic in this final section of the chapter. 
For progressive Catholicism, what stood as fundamental to a martyrial ethic was 
the practice of “truth telling.” Peterson underscores this basic datum in her comments 
about the broad consensus amongst El Salvador’s poor, articulated through the words of 
one Angélica: “They killed them for telling the truth, for denouncing.”54 This 
                                                 
52 Ibid., 10. 
53 See Leonardo Boff, “Martyrdom: An Attempt at Systematic Reflection,” Concilium: Martyrdom 
Today 183 (1983), 14. 
54 Peterson, Martyrdom and Politics, 123. 
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preoccupation for telling the truth had to do less with concern for abstract debate or 
combating ignorance and more crucially with the unmasking, denouncing of the lies that 
had become part and parcel of El Salvador’s social and political life. For the CEB 
movement, Archbishop Romero’s fearless preaching Sunday by Sunday, served as the 
quintessential example of what it meant to tell the truth – the constant exposure of the 
violations of people’s rights, the massacres and disappearances. Gradually, quite 
gradually, people began to lose their fear as they experienced Romero’s unswerving 
dedication to building truth within the national life of the country.
55
 In a sense, through 
truth-telling, people began for the first time to hold up a “social-mirror,” to see 
themselves and recognize themselves in the reality they knew. It was this new social 
mirror that provided a means to challenge the images and stories disseminated by the 
established media as part of that which Martín-Baró referred to as the “social lie.”56 
                                                 
55 See Plácido Erdozaín, Archbishop Romero: Martyr of Salvador, 32-33. He writes, “It was the 
time when our bishop’s voice could be heard coming from houses, cars, and the transistor radios of persons 
walking down the street. But not everyone felt safe turning the volume up. A friend told me that soon after 
Bishop Romero’s sermons started, the sale of earphones in his store doubled. The campesinos were 
especially aware that it might be dangerous to be known as someone who listened to Bishop Romero on the 
radio.” 
56 Martín-Baró wrote at the time prior to his assassination in 1989, “In El Salvador the established 
power structure has concealed reality and systematically distorted events, producing a Collective Lie. 
Further aggravated by the civil war, the schizophrenia of everyday life becomes more acute with the 
population living a daily experience that differs greatly from the ‘official’ definition of what their lives are 
about.” Some paragraphs later he adds, “Given this environment of the Social Lie, there arises a need to 
increase critical consciousness through a process of de-ideologization (desideologización concientizadora) 
– to which social psychologists can and should be contributing. What this involves is introducing into the 
ambience of the collective consciousness elements and schemata that can help dismantle the dominant 
ideological discourse and set in motion the dynamics of a process of de-alienation,” Ignacio Martín-Baró, 
“Public Opinion Research as a De-ideologizing Instrument,” trans. Jean Carroll and Adrianne Aron in 
Ignacio Martín-Baró, Writings for a Liberation Psychology, 188-189. 
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Now the prophetic and denunciatory word reflected in truth telling was 
complemented within progressive Catholicism’s ethic by the commitment to announcing 
social justice. Certainly truth-telling accounted for a considerable number of 
assassinations, but the actual attempt to announce justice through building alternative 
community models – as I explained in Chapter One with the experiment in Aguilares – 
led to many more deaths.
57
 For those opposed to the CEB movement and involved in the 
persecution of its members, the actions of these CEB members were no more than 
‘political,’ misusing Christianity as a mask for other ends – Marxist ends. For progressive 
Catholics however, actively building justice was not in the first instance about politics – 
although that was undeniably a dimension – but about a theological ethic, and behind this 
ethic, particular biblical imperatives, such as the call to love and sacrifice.
58
 
                                                 
57 Chapter 1, “The Rise of the Popular Movement and the Place of the Progressive Church, 1972-
77.” 
58 The issue raised here is extremely complex, for it comes down to the way in which people 
construe religion, faith and politics, and the ideological games played there-in. At the end of the day, the 
mix for both sides was always high-stakes. Both sides appealed, with differing degrees of candidness, to 
particular ideological strains of both right and left, and accused each other accordingly. Of greater interest I 
think are the rightist ideological stains, in part because those of the left were fairly transparent, but the right 
was connected with various nationalistic beliefs that themselves carried a combination of historical and 
mythical overtones. Most compelling was the association with conservative Catholic identity. Surmising a 
little from experience in Latin America, I suggest that the perspective of nationalist Catholic elites in 
Central America almost certainly evokes the mood of Action Française and its leader Charles Maurras. The 
commonality lies in the emphasis upon so-called ‘Christian culture”. Two points merit mention: first, both 
Central American elites and Action Française, tended to separate religion from faith as a cultural 
phenomenon. Maurras himself was in fact an agnostic, but considered Catholic culture to be central to the 
maintenance of the French state and order. As Comblin writes, “Action Française started explicitly from the 
distinction between faith and religion and proposed a Christian civilization without faith. Charles Maurras, 
the founder and leader of the movement, accepted the Christian social pattern, the Christian integration of 
Roman law and order, without the dangerous virulence of the gospel,” Comblin, The Church and the NSS, 
85. Second, for Maurras, this ‘Christian culture” included a social order from above. It had nothing to do 
with the people, nor their subjective sentiments; nor was it the result of discussion or agreement between 
contrary opinions. Comblín sums this up brilliantly as he writes, “A right law is not a law that is regularly 
voted, but a law that agrees with its subject and suits the circumstances. It is not created, but extracted and 
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But what of the place of revolutionary violence within this ethic and to what 
extent did death in combat constitute martyrdom? I have already discussed Archbishop 
Romero’s view of the issue,59 but here it is necessary to comment upon the general 
discord within progressive Catholicism. For many Salvadoran Christians, combatants of 
the FMLN were indeed popular martyrs. Others on the other hand, while generally 
admiring the combatants’ courage in struggling for the common good, held to the view 
closely allied to official Catholic teaching: namely that the assumption and use of arms 
disqualifies one from being considered for martyrial status.
60
 In this sense, Peterson 
                                                                                                                                                 
discovered out of the secret of nature, places, times and states. The purpose of politics is to command all 
people to accept the objective order that the social sciences show to be evident. This is a task for some 
elites; therefore politics is a movement from the upper classes to the lower levels of society,” ibid., 92. 
Fundamental to this ‘nationalist Christian’ perspective is the insight, again noted by Comblín that “Order 
gives rise to society, not society to order,” ibid. Note that the quotation marks in Comblín at this point are 
not clear. The quotation which he apparently begins as, “A right law…, finds no closure and is not cited. 
Accordingly I have simply attributed the words to him, even though the implication appears to be that they 
are those of Maurras. 
59 Chapter 1, “Beyond the Point of No-Return.” 
60 Leonardo Boff seems to be more inclined to speak of popular martyrs as de facto martyrs and 
makes mention of their role as “witnesses to the truth” and the “spilling of their blood.” However, 
significantly and I suggest inadequately, he does not refer to the act of spilling the blood of others. 
Leonardo Boff, “Martyrdom: An Attempt at Systematic Reflection.” Concilium: Martyrdom Today 183 
(1983), 15. It is worth contrasting Boff’s reading with that of Cavanaugh who is most reluctant to accept 
Boff’s or for that matter Sobrino’s broader view of martyrdom when it comes to violence. In the light of his 
experience in Pinochet’s Chile, he writes, “Unfortunately, both Sobrino and Boff threaten to deform the 
imitatio Christi by recognizing abstract principles such as ‘love’ or ‘justice’ as more basic to determining 
who is a martyr and who is not. Boff and Sobrino seem to assume that the content of Christ’s life, death and 
resurrection can be isolated apart from their form. Thus Sobrino’s ‘central criterion for martyrdom,’ that it 
be ‘unjustly inflicted for love’s sake’ leaves him no choice but to recognize even those who resort to armed 
violence as potential ‘martyrs by analogy.’” William T. Cavanaugh in Torture and Eucharist: Theology, 
Politics and the Body of Christ, (Malden, MA: Blackwell, 1998), 61. Cavanaugh’s view follows somewhat 
logically from his theological position that in the line of Hauerwas and Milbank, liberation theologians 
have tragically surrendered the church too much to the modern mythos, to secular thought, to violence, 
diluting the church’s distinctive character into the world. For Cavanaugh, the church and the state engage in 
conflicting and opposing soteriologies. See William T. Cavanaugh, “The City: Beyond Secular Parodies” in 
Radical Orthodoxy: A New Theology, ed., John Milbank, Catherine Pickstock and Graham Ward, (London 
and New York: Routledge, 1999), 182. For further discussion on Milbank in particular see this dissertation, 
chapter 6, 141-157. 
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movingly refers to one CEB member, Elena, who despite her only son’s death fighting 
for the FMLN, still held to the conviction that a martyr is one who doesn’t defend himself, 
who can’t be violent.61 Perhaps implicit to this issue stands the distinction between the 
so-called “socialist hero” and the Christian martyr, each of which in Latin American 
popular culture has tended to evoke the other. In speaking of both, Juan Hernández Pico 
distinguishes them with considerable sensitivity whilst maintaining their respective 
validity. He writes, 
In this perspective we can face the contrast drawn by Ernst Bloch between the 
socialist hero and the Christian martyr. The holocaust of the former is ‘different 
from that of the earlier martyrs, in that they almost without exception died with a 
prayer on their lips and in the belief that they had won heaven’. The socialist hero, 
‘in the struggle against the beast of oppression, in the service of the tireless 
movement of freedom…does not seek to be a martyr but an unyielding fighter.’ 
Certainly love nourished in the solidarity of the oppressed can make this grandeur 
fruitful. On the other hand, the history of many actually existing socialisms, 
reveals another possibility for such ‘unyielding’ heroism: the subsequent 
hardening of society, the suppression of millions of human beings, and the 
sterility, at least partial, of the ‘tireless movement of freedom.’”62 
Finally, for progressive Catholicism, the martyrial ethic expressed through “truth 
telling” and “building justice” was unreservedly necessary for the sake of the reign of 
God. It was this reign that served as the “hope against hope” in the confrontation with the 
                                                 
61 Peterson, Martyrdom and Politics, 115. 
62 Juan Hernández Pico, “Martyrdom Today in Latin America: Stumbling –block, Folly and Power 
of God,” in Concilium: Martyrdom Today 183 (1983), 40. José Ignacio González Faus speaks in similar 
terms when he articulates the essence of the Christian spirit engaged in movements for radical change. He 
movingly writes in regard to the fourth week of the Ignatian Spiritual Exercises, “If Christianity is not a 
religion for heroes the Exercises can never be a training camp for guerrillas, kamikazes or terrorists for 
good. And alienating as this may be for all those ethical reductionists of the Christian event, perhaps 
precisely there resides the decisive challenge of Christianity: its weakness that is the power of God,” José I. 
González Faus, La experiencia espiritual del los ejercicios de San Ignacio, (Madrid, Aquí y ahora, Sal 
Terrae 7), 27, my translation. 
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bald realities of systemic injustice and its accompanying brutalities. In affirming the reign 
of God to which this ethic strained forward, there was a steely commitment to opening a 
path through the darkness of El Salvador’s failed historical projects. As such the reign 
was always comprehended in company with the cross in general and the experience of the 
people’s crucifixion in particular.63 A litany of the Salvadoran CEB movement, speaks 
eloquently of this connection: 
And my Church has come out of the sacristy. 
It has stopped spending its time sprinkling holy water 
like poor people’s medicine… 
It has realized that it has to choose between 
the sacristy and the world… 
And because of that it has gone down into hell… 
They have killed many of my Church’s children, 
but not the message they proclaimed… 
And my Church continues on its way. 
And people will be free… 
My Church is salvation for many… 
That is my Church.
64
 
                                                 
63 González Faus speaks of the idea of the cross and the crucified. He writes, “The language of the 
crucified always implies the allusion of someone who actually crucifies. Most definitely, these are the 
historical powers, political, economic and religious (the Romans, Sadducees and the Sanhedrin who 
furthermore possess the power to buy the complicity of the people themselves).” He adds, “The language 
about ‘the cross’ on the other hand is more abstract and less conflictive: any type of misfortune or bad luck 
can be referred to as ‘the cross that the Lord sent me’ or ‘the cross that I have to bear’: from an illness to an 
earthquake, even an unfortunate transaction on the stock market. In this way even Pilate and Caiphas can be 
aligned with the crucified.” José I. González Faus, “Mi deuda con Ignacio Ellacuría,” RLT, no. 21, (1990), 
260, my translation. 
64 Maurice Barth, “Basic Communities Facing Martyrdom: Testimonies form the Churches of 
Central America”, Concilium: Martyrdom Today 183 (1983), 46. The words of Ignacio Ellacuría reflected 
the experience of so many, “Sine effusione sanguinis, nulla redemption,” “there is no redemption without 
bloodshed,” to which he added, “The salvation and liberation of the peoples passes through very painful 
sacrifices.” In Sobrino, “The Latin American Martyrs,” Witnesses to the Kingdom (Maryknoll: Orbis, 
2003), 149. 
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In this chapter I have sought to explain the character of Salvadoran progressive 
Catholicism as it developed its response to the violent oppression and repression of that 
nation’s civil and military elite. I have traced the influence of Vatican II, Medellín and 
Puebla upon the development of the movement, underscoring the importance of the 
church as community, the connectedness of sacred and current history, the integral nature 
of salvation and liberation, and finally the poor as both beneficiaries and most 
importantly agents of the reign of God. Further I have attempted to weave the central 
experience of martyrdom into the broad picture, with its accompanying ethic, that sought 
to speak the truth and build justice for the sake of the reign of God in history. 
In the next chapter, the focus turns to Ignacio Ellacuría himself: molded by the 
historical circumstances already elucidated, but who equally did so much to mold those 
circumstances. This to the point of the spilling of his own blood in intimate fulfillment of 
his own words: Sine effusione sanguinis, nulla redemptio. 
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CHAPTER THREE: 
IGNACIO ELLACURIA: 
COMPANION OF JESUS, THEOLOGIAN, MARTYR 
In the context of this hopeful struggle – a martyrial stuggle 
– for liberation, I would like to bring to memory the 
recollection of an exceptional case; namely that of 
Monsignor Romero. I remember that he used to say – 
resigned but at the same time hopeful – each time they 
killed a priest in El Salvador: “sad it would be, when so 
many of the poor are dying, if they were not to kill a priest.” 
Ignacio Ellacuría
1
 
Ignacio Ellacuría’s Story 
Darkness 
In November 1989, a guerilla offensive across San Salvador unleashed panic 
amongst the oligarchy and the military. Ignacio Ellacuría was at the time visiting 
Barcelona, in order to receive an award for the University of Central America (UCA) in 
recognition of its contribution to social justice in El Salvador. Aware of the 
circumstances, he pushed forward his departure, arriving in San Salvador on November 
13th – a city in a state of full lockdown. Within a half-hour of his arrival at the UCA, 
soldiers entered the Jesuit residence, this time not to habitually check for subversive 
                                                 
1 Ellacuría, “Quinto centenario de América Latina, ¿descrubimiento o encubrimiento?” in ET II, 
538. 
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books, but ominously to register the identity of the occupants. The community, unsure as 
to what to do, finally decided to remain on the premises. Only the youngest Jesuit, 
Rodolfo Cardenal, suspecting that the military visit was an omen of something worse, left 
the house for Santa Tecla, unable to convince the others of his fear. 
Within days, in the early morning darkness of November 16
th
, the soldiers of the 
Atlacatl battalion, an elite US trained battalion of the Salvadoran army, returned. Prior to 
a brief altercation with the armed soldiers, five of the priests came out of their bedrooms. 
Some already in their pajamas, others still in their shorts and trousers, walked down the 
corridor to the grassy area outside, and were promptly ordered to lie down and spread out. 
Within seconds several of the soldiers discharged their weapons into the heads and bodies 
of Ignacio Ellacuría, Segundo Montes, Ignacio Martín-Baró, Amando López, Juan 
Ramón Moreno and Joaquín López y López. Due to the order that no witnesses remain, 
the domestic maid Elba Ramos and her teenage daughter Celina, were murdered in their 
bedroom. It was Thursday, November 16
th
.
2
 
Years of Formation 
Ignacio Ellacuría was one of those people, whose writings one cannot really 
comprehend at any depth, unless one understands his life, for it was his life that caused 
                                                 
2 For a detailed reading of each of the persons assassinated, “In Memoriam: Ignacio Ellacuría, 
Ignacio Martín-Baró, Segundo Montes, Amando López, Juan Ramón Moreno, Joaquín López y López, 
Elba y Celina Ramos”, ECA, No. 493-494, (1989), 997-1039. 
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his death and in turn his notoriety.
3
 He was born on November 9
th
, 1930 in the Basque 
town of Portugalete, not far from Bilbao. He was the fourth of six children and the fourth 
male child of the family to join the religious life. His elder brother José, a fellow Jesuit 
recalls a severe education from an early age, marked by the strong personality of a 
disciplined and demanding father, an ophthalmologist, who was not given to sentiment. 
This pressure not to express his feelings, to not show himself sensitive or weak, 
apparently led to other ways of expressing emotion: his passion for soccer and sports in 
general, his commitment to philosophy and to the Gospel and through it to the poor and 
oppressed. In particular he was one who had an unmatched capacity to use words 
powerfully: tinged with irony, criticism and at times searing absurdity. As José Sols 
Lucia contends, “The word of Ellacuría was crushing.”4 
The young Ellacuría was educated in a Jesuit college in Tudela and entered the 
Jesuit novitiate in Loyola at seventeen years of age on September 14
th
, 1947. From there 
he was sent the following year to participate in the founding of the novitiate of Central 
                                                 
3 Sobrino writes, “… [K]nowledge of Ellacuría as a person can serve as an indispensable 
hermeneutical principle for understanding his thought and the meaning it gave to his praxis. To give some 
important examples, the meanings Ellacuría attributed to concepts like realism mediation, revolution, the 
church of the poor, persecution, prophecy, and so on, are better understood in reference to the concrete 
details of who he was as a person, who he was in his deepest reality,” Jon Sobrino, “Ignacio Ellacuría, the 
Human Being and the Christian: Taking the Crucified People Down from the Cross,” in Love That 
Produces Hope, The Thought of Ignacio Ellacuría, eds. Kevin F. Burke and Robert Lassalle-Klein, 
(Collegeville,Minnesota: Liturgical Press, 2006), 2, hereafter Love that Produces Hope; trans by Robert 
Lassalle-Klein from, “Ignacio Ellacuría, el hombre y el cristiano. ‘Bajar de la cruz al pueblo crucificado’” 
in Ignacio Ellacuría, Jon Sobrino, Rodolfo Cardenal, Ignacio Ellacuría, el hombre, el penasador, el 
cristiano, (Bilbao, Spain, Ediciones EGA, 1994). Originally published in two parts as “Ignacio Ellacuría, el 
hombre y el cristiano. ‘Bajar de la cruz al pueblo crucificado’,” I and II, RLT, Nos. 31 and 32 (1994), 131-
161, 215-244. 
4 José Sols Lucia, La Teología histórica de Ignacio Ellacuría, (Madrid, Editorial Trotta, 1999), 21. 
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America in the town of Santa Tecla virtually next door to the capital San Salvador. There 
he established a close relationship with the master of novices, Miguel Elizondo, whom 
Ellacuría always considered his first great master.
5
 In 1949 Ellacuría took up studies in 
humanities and philosophy for five years at the Catholic University of Quito, Ecuador, 
where he obtained the double licentiate, civil and ecclesiastical. Just as Elizondo had 
made an impact in El Salvador, it fell to Aurelio Espinosa Pólit to do so in Quito, 
especially in classical languages and literature. During this time he was also impressed by 
Ángel Martínez Baigorri, a Spanish Jesuit poet, through whose poetry Ellacuría claimed, 
it was possible to arrive at the “ultimate reality of things and life.”6 In 1955 he returned to 
El Salvador to teach in the seminary, San José de la Montaña. During this time he 
published several articles on Thomas Aquinas and José Ortega y Gasset. His passion for 
the classics, perhaps best revealed itself in his campaign to build-up the resources of the 
seminary library, through convincing the seminarians to save the little money they could 
from the allowance given them for their excursions. In 1958 Ellacuría began his studies 
in theology in Innsbruck, Austria, under a range of teachers, but most notably Karl 
Rahner, who he held in high esteem, suggesting with typical acidity that he, Rahner, was 
the only member of the academic staff at Innsbruck worth the trouble. It was here that his 
self-confidence was widely noted, with the expression given him by his companions, “the 
                                                 
5 Rodolfo Cardenal, “Ser jesuita hoy en El Salvador,” ECA, No. 493-494, (1989), 1,013, quoted by 
José Sols, ibid. 
6 Rodolfo Cardenal, “De Portugalete a San Salvador: de la mano de cinco maestros,” in Ignacio 
Ellacuría: Aquella libertad esclarecida, hereafter Aquella libertad, eds. Jon Sobrino and Rolando 
Alvarado, (San Salvador: UCA Editores, 1999), 49, my translation. 
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sun king”. In 1961 he was ordained priest, and in the same summer while in Spain he 
visited the Basque philosopher Xavier Zubiri. He was received we are told, with “great 
simplicity and spontaneity,”7 Zubiri being deeply moved by Ellacuría’s desire to write a 
dissertation on his work. Later recounting the conversation, Ellacuría said, 
I told him immediately that I wanted to do my thesis with him and on him. It went 
down well; I’m not sure that I didn’t flatter him. He made a few modest sounding 
remarks and then straight away asked me what I wanted to do. I briefly told him 
that I saw in him a juncture between the classical and the modern, between the 
essential and the existential. He smiled and said that had actually been the 
intention of his work. He then assured me that he would put himself entirely at my 
disposition for everything that I might need.
8
 
Ellacuría stayed in Spain from 1962 until 1967 completing the three volume 
dissertation through the University Complutense, being awarded the grade sobresaliente 
or excellent, rather than the superlative cum laude; something that profoundly irritated 
Zubiri his supervisor.
9
 The relationship with Zubiri continued well after Ellacuría’s return 
to El Salvador in 1967, moving from one of student to collaborator, with his annual 
                                                 
7 Ibid., 53 and correspondence of Ellacuría to Luis Achaerandio, March 22, 1961, Archive of 
Ignacio Ellacuría (AIE), UCA, San Salvador, in Escritos filosóficos, II (San Salvador, UCA Editores 1999), 
26, hereafter EF. 
8 Correspondence of Ellacuría to Luis Achaerandio, March 22, 1961, Archive of Ignacio Ellacuría 
(AIE), UCA, San Salvador, in EF. 26, quoted in Rodolfo Cardenal, “De Portugalete a San Salvador: de la 
mano de cinco maestros,” in Ignacio Ellacuría: Aquella libertad esclarecida, hereafter Aquella libertad, 
53, also in Teresa Whitfield, Paying the Price: Ignacio Ellacuría and the Murdered Jesuits of El Salvador, 
(Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1994), 31, hereafter Paying the Price. 
9 Zubiri was not the only one to be irritated. Indeed the whole project was a source of irritation for 
the Department of Philosophy of the University Complutense, in as much as the initial project had been 
rejected; obstensibly because Zubiri was a living philosopher, not deceased. Further Zubiri was permitted 
sole supervision of Ellacuría’s work, although his relationship with the university was somewhat distant, 
requiring the location of someone from the establishment who would officially supervise but “without 
meddling in any way,” from Ignacio Ellacuría to Luis Achaerandio, March 22. 1963, “Archivo Ignacio 
Ellacuría” (AIE), in EF II, 37, quoted by Whitfield, Paying the Price, 32. 
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return to Madrid to help in the preparation and publication of various Zubirian 
manuscripts. 
Return to El Salvador 
Ellacuría’s return to El Salvador in 1967 was to a region that was already 
experiencing, as mentioned in Chapter One, the disappointments of developmentalism, 
and was soon to experience, as explained in Chapter Two, the stresses of a changing 
Catholicism. In particular, these ecclesial changes made their first impressions in and 
through the Society of Jesus. Under the new leadership of the Basque superior Pedro 
Arrupe, not only did the religious life undergo significant change, but in the light of 
Vatican II, the new relationship between the church and the world also influenced the 
way the Jesuits understood and went about their mission. This new direction was given 
initial expression at the Jesuit General Congregation XXXI in 1965, but it was the post-
Medellín General Congregation XXXII which met in Rome in 1975 that ultimately 
provided the most disquieting stimulus. At that meeting the Jesuits of the third world 
enjoyed particular influence, in part due to the prior work of numerous Jesuit provincials 
at a meeting in Rio de Janeiro years earlier in 1968 where a call had been made for the 
“liberation of humankind from every sort of servitude that oppresses it.”10 The outcome 
                                                 
10 Provincials of the Society of Jesus in Latin America, “The Jesuits in Latin America”, in Alfred 
T. Hennelly, ed., Liberation Theology: A Documentary History (New York, Maryknoll: Orbis, 1970), 77-
83. The “Rio Letter” beginning with an analysis of Latin American reality stated, “Most Latin Americans 
find themselves in a state of poverty…The alienated masses in the urban and rural areas are increasing at an 
accelerated rate. Native groups are subject to de facto racial discrimination. The same dialectic of violence 
is encouraged by those who reject the thoroughgoing reforms needed as by those who despair of a peaceful 
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of the General Congregation in 1975 followed suit, with the definitive affirmation of the 
absolute requirement of justice as crucial to the Society’s mission in the service of the 
faith. This priority for social justice was interpreted as part of the equation of the 
reconciliation of peoples, demanded by reconciliation with God.
11
 
The importance of the General Congregation of 1975 notwithstanding, the Jesuit 
Vice-Province of Central America had already been restless for some time, with many of 
the Central American Jesuits studying in Europe during the late 1960s, already ‘straining 
at the bit’.12 In this context Ellacuría promoted the idea that there should be a retreat that 
took on board the Spiritual Exercises of St Ignatius, with their specific object, the vice-
province itself. What was suggested was that it was the vice-province in its entirety that 
needed to be renewed as it gravitated toward greater social commitment. Not without its 
                                                                                                                                                 
solution,” quoted in Teresa Whitfield, Paying the Price, 39. Pedro Arrupe, the Father-General of the 
Society of Jesus, reflected this increasing commitment to social justice between the 1968 meeting in Rio 
and the XXXII Congregation in Rome in 1975, with numerous addresses and papers, all published in Pedro 
Arrupe. Significant include; “Jesuit Concern for Justice and Peace: Statement to the Secretary-General of 
U.N.O.,” (New York, May 4th, 1971), 61-67, “The Social Commitment of the Society of Jesus: Instruction 
to Provincials,” (Washington, May 6th, 1971), 31-59, “Witnessing to Justice in the World: Commentary to 
Synod of Bishops Declaration of 1971 on Justice in the World,” (Rome, March 1972), 79-120 and “Men 
for Others: Address to Jesuit Alumni of Europe in Valencia (Valencia, July 31st, 1973),” 123-138. 
11 General Congregation XXXII, Society of Jesus (1975), Decree 4, no. 2. See Pedro Arrupe’s 
commentary on Decree 4 in “Some Far-Reaching Vistas of Decree 4 of GC 32: Father General Elaborates 
on Practical Aspects of ‘Faith and Justice,’” (Rome, March 26th, 1976 and Africa, April 4-21, 1976), 141-
170 and some eighteen months later, “Impact of GC 32 on the Society: The Jesuits Moving towards the 
Year 2000”, in an interview with the Roman Daily, “Avenire”, (Rome, November 11th, 1977), 259-268, in 
Pedro Arrupe. 
12 Concerning the issue of the religious life amidst the poverty and poor of Latin America, see the 
numerous articles and addresses by Ellacuría: “Nuestra situación colectiva vista desde la primera semana,” 
ET IV, (San Salvador, UCA Editores, 2001), 177-196, delivered in Madrid to ‘rebellious’ Jesuit students of 
the Central American Vice-Province, analyzing the first week of the Exercises and the question of the 
corporate sin of the Vice-Province in Central America; “El problema del traslado del espíritu de los 
Ejercicios a la Viceprovincia,” ET IV, 197-213 and “El tercer mundo como lugar óptimo de la vivencia 
cristiana de los Ejercicios,” ET IV, 215-234, both delivered at the meeting of the Central American Vice-
Province in San Salvador in the final months of 1969. 
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critics, including many of the older more traditionalist Jesuits, the retreat nevertheless 
made its impact. Progressively, the Society of Jesus in Central America aligned itself 
with the directions that had been mandated by the Jesuit provincials and the Latin 
American Episcopal Conference of Medellín. 
The resulting changes saw new faces appear in leadership positions including the 
new novice master, Juan Ramón Moreno, later to be assassinated alongside Ellacuría. 
Further a new young vice-provincial emerged; Miguel Francisco Estrada, at thirty-six 
years of age, the youngest superior Central America had ever had. Most controversial 
was the appointment of Ellacuría himself to the position of responsibility for the 
formation of all Jesuits in the vice-province. Whitfield tells us that in nervous 
correspondence with Arrupe in Rome, the then vice-provincial Segundo Azcue signaled 
that the appointment had been almost a necessary result of the meeting that had replaced 
so many of the old guard. Arrupe in response, apparently confirmed the widely felt 
nervousness, in as much as during Ellacuría’s recent visit to Rome he had made a 
generally favorable impression, but was also considered, “a little radicalized with some 
explosive ideas…controversial and without sound elements of judgment.”13 The 
appointment was approved “ad experimentum”. 
By the early 1970s, the transformation of the vice-province began to impact the 
educational arm of the Jesuit mission, especially the Catholic UCA. This effect, part of 
                                                 
13 Segundo Azcue to Pedro Arrupe, December 31st, 1969, cited in Cardenal, “La Provincia de 
Centro América,”82, ACAPSJ, and in Whitfield, Paying the Price, 45. 
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the broader shifting of tectonic plates between traditionalist and renewed Catholicism 
within an always volatile nation, saw Ellacuría as always, seldom far from the points of 
abrasion. In particular, members of the board of directors of the UCA were at times 
distinctly nervous about his ideas with regard to the university, fearing that they attracted 
“undesirable attention” from the authorities. Regardless of this, the push for a renewed 
university dedicated to a philosophy of liberation rather than one of by now discredited 
development, continued with Ellacuría writing the acceptance speech for the $2 million 
IADB (Inter-American Development Bank) loan in consultation with Román Mayorga, 
the then lay vice-president of the UCA board. Pivotal to this speech was the idea “of a 
new kind of university in Central America, a university that places its energy at the 
service of social change; but as a university – that is to say, through the specific functions 
of the institution of the university.”14 
From 1970 to 1975 Ellacuría’s energies were divided between the UCA and his 
role as director of formation for the vice-province of Central America. That however 
changed abruptly in 1975 due to fears that Ellacuría’s style of leadership was 
exacerbating the already poisonous environment within the vice-province.
15
 A significant 
                                                 
14 Quoted from Román Mayorga, “Recuerdo diez Quijotes,” (manuscript, Montevideo and 
Washington, DC, March 1991), 10, in Whitfield, ibid., 47. 
15 The tension within the vice-province of Central America was widely known, but of special 
interest in Rome. Referred to as “a forum in which were aired resentments, suspicions, aggressions and 
calumnies” attempts to express the actual mission of the society was almost impossible as conflict arose 
between conservatives and progressives. In this situation Ellacuría was removed and Rome in reorganizing 
the vice-province’s government placed a “ban on Ellacuría’s holding any position of responsibility within 
the vice-province other than that of director of the newly founded Center for Theological Reflection 
(CRT).” Whitfield continues, “The thinking behind this authoritarian measure – which Ellacuría always 
believed to have originated from Dezza (i.e. Fr, Paolo Dezza, Pedro Arrupe’s advisor on education), rather 
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part of this concern involved the changes that he had instigated with regard to the 
formation of young Jesuits, widely considered to be altogether too radical. In particular 
the specific emphasis upon the living of the vocation within a secular environment was 
judged to assume a maturity of faith that simply was not present in most of his charges. 
This, it was argued, was what was responsible for the departure of so many students, as 
they embraced relationships either with women, politics or both.
16
 
Ellacuría’s exit from the role of formation was not without personal pain, but 
allowed him nevertheless to concentrate his time solely upon the university. His profile 
quickly rose in the public eye as he increasingly became involved in public affairs: in 
particular with the modest land reform proposal of the Molina government referred to in 
Chapter One.
17
 Writing in ECA (Central American Studies) he argued for the initiative’s 
support, grounding his argument in ethical and philosophical principles and the situation 
of the country.
18
 The position did not win the UCA any friends amongst the CEB (Base 
Ecclesial Communities) communities, but the real crisis arose when Molina retreated 
from the proposal due to the trenchant opposition of the oligarchy. To this Ellacuría 
vehemently addressed a scathing article entitled ¡A sus órdenes mi Capital! (“At Your 
                                                                                                                                                 
than Arrupe himself – was that Ellacuría exerted too strong an influence over Estrada and that the strength 
of his character was such that ‘government was polarized over his very presence’.” Whitfield, Paying the 
Price, 58-59. 
16 Ibid., 59. 
17 Chapter 1, ‘The Electoral Process Exhausted: 1972-1977”. 
18 Ellacuría, “La historización del concepto de propiedad como principio de desideologización,” in 
Escritos políticos: veinte años de historia en El Salvador (1969-1989), I (San Salvador, UCA editores, 
2005), 587-626, hereafter EP, first published in ECA, No. 335-336, (1976), 425-450. 
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Orders my Capital!”); a play on words with regard to Latin American military parlance, 
where a more junior officer upon receiving orders from his captain, invariably clicks his 
heels, salutes and exclaims, “At your orders my captain!” Here he denounced the manner 
in which the government had obediently and obsequiously ‘rolled-over’ to the oligarchy. 
For many, not just Ellacuría, this was a retreat from the one initiative which may have 
been capable of generating real and peaceful change in El Salvador.
19
 In his attack he 
squarely laid the responsibility upon the organization, the National Association of Private 
Enterprise (ANEP). He bitterly argued, 
Contrary to what the oligarchy are accustomed to affirm, class struggle is not an 
exclusive instrument, artificially or fraudulently promoted by Marxism-Leninism. 
The existence of class is an objective fact, as is class struggle itself. In our case it 
has been one class that has fought, that possesses the means of production, and 
that considers that only with the private appropriation of those means, can their 
interests be made to endure and grow; interests that are most certainly not those of 
the majority. Oppression by the proletariat in a proletarian dictatorship is spoken 
of; oppression by the state in a situation of state authoritarianism is spoken of. 
Here and now however, what should be spoken of is oppression by the 
bourgeoisie, in a bourgeois dictatorship.
20
 
If there were any doubts regarding the reaction of the oligarchy, within months 
this was clarified by a bomb attack on the university’s central administration building. 
Refusing any possibility of retreat, ECA’s editorial retorted, 
Why do they bomb us? Because the university constitutes a real danger to those 
who reject reason and justice, and represents…a real support for the oppressed 
                                                 
19 Ellacuría, “¡A sus órdenes mi Capital!” in EP I, 649-656, first published as editorial in ECA, No. 
337, (1976), 637-643. 
20 Ibid, 650-651, my translation. 
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majorities who are increasingly conscious of their needs and of the possibility of 
determining their own destinies.
21
 
On February 22
nd
 1977, the very day that Oscar Romero assumed responsibility 
for the archdiocese of San Salvador, Ellacuría returning from time working with Xavier 
Zubiri in Madrid, was denied re-entry into El Salvador, becoming effectively exiled.
22
 
Never one to passively accept the dictates of others, much less those of an authoritarian 
government, by August 1978 he had quietly returned to El Salvador entering the country 
through a less obvious border point. Soon after, in October 1979, he had become rector of 
the UCA, due to the move by Román Mayorga to one of the civilian positions in the new 
liberal military government. Within months however, with the assassination of Romero in 
March 1980 and the explosion of violence, Ellacuría was forced to flee again. 
Information had been received that the High Command had given the order that the 
intellectuals were to be killed for their apparent control over the growing subversion. 
Chief amongst them were the Jesuits, and number one on the Jesuit hit-list was Ellacuría. 
Seeking safety in the Spanish Embassy, he left the following day, remaining outside of El 
Salvador for another eighteen months between November 1980 and April 1982. 
To assume that Ellacuría spent this time disconnected from El Salvador’s political 
turmoil surrounded by the comforts of Europe would be far from the truth. In fact he 
spent much of his time traveling between Spain, Costa Rica and Nicaragua. In Spain he 
                                                 
21 “¿Por qué nos ponen las bombas?” Editorial, ECA, No. 338, (1976), 733, my translation, quoted 
also in Whitfield, Paying the Price, 70. 
22 This occurred along with six other priests, including Benigno Fernández, one of the Jesuits 
working at the time with Rutilio Grande in Aguilares. 
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continued his work with Zubiri, but even there took every opportunity to speak about the 
unraveling Salvadoran situation. This was not enough however for his intense nature, 
reflected in his comment to a magazine journalist, “My destiny is back there in El 
Salvador.”23 In Costa Rica he attended three UCA board meetings along with other 
Jesuits who were from necessity living outside El Salvador. In Nicaragua he maintained 
conversations with the FDR-FMLN’s Political-Diplomatic Commission as well as leaders 
of the FMLN not directly engaged in combat in El Salvador. 
It was during this period that Ellacuría first expressed his conviction that the war 
in El Salvador would never be won militarily by either side. Clear about the legitimacy of 
the revolution, he nonetheless never veered from the view that a negotiated solution was 
in the best interests of the people. By this he did not mean that a political solution in 
isolation was the only way forward. After all “the reason of the left without arms”, he 
held, “is a reason without weight”.24 Rather he meant that a military solution to the 
intolerable repression was “inadequate” because the government forces or the opposition 
FMLN were for quite distinct reasons, unlikely to actually win. Additionally and perhaps 
more importantly, he held that ongoing military conflict was itself intolerable as it 
continued to destroy the few productive resources that remained.
25
 
                                                 
23 Whitfield, Paying the Price, 151. 
24 Ellacuría, “¿Solución política o solución militar para El Salvador?” in EP II, 988, first published 
in ECA, No. 390-391, (1981), 295-324. 
25 Ibid., 974. 
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In April 1982, Ellacuría returned to El Salvador, a country still well and truly 
embroiled in civil war. The popular organizations had indeed been destroyed, but massive 
state repression had only served to further militarize the conflict with increasing members 
of the CEBs flocking to the FMLN. Ellacuría more than ever immersed himself in the 
drama, contributing to a church in real need, given its weaker leadership since the death 
of Archbishop Romero. To the titular head of the archdiocese of San Salvador, 
Archbishop Arturo Rivera y Damas, Ellacuría as no other could provide support through 
a critical voice, challenging and condemning government policy as well as the conduct of 
the military. Under his leadership, the UCA gradually increased its list of publications 
designed to serve the mission it had articulated years previous – the promotion of social 
change, as a university. Central to this goal was the preoccupation of building 
communication with the popular majorities of the country. In the twentieth anniversary 
speech of the founding of the UCA, Ellacuría encapsulated it well when he said, 
On this our twentieth birthday we have much to thank many for, but we must also 
ask more from all. One can always give more, particularly if the cause for which 
one is working is noble. And there are few more noble causes than that on 
whichour university has embarked: the creation of a new earth plowed and 
cultivated with the best of human intelligence as we keep before our eyes [the 
fact] that those who have the most right to enjoy it are those who have been most 
marginalized by history; for when justice is done, peace will have been made 
possible; when those things which belong to all are shared equally, freedom will 
have been made possible…To work together in this, to contribute as members of a 
university to the solution of the great national crisis - this is the challenge we have 
before us as we leave behind us twenty rich years of history.
26
 
                                                 
26 Ellacuría, “Los retos del país a la UCA en su vigésimo aniversario,” in Escritos universitarios 
(San Salvador, UCA editores, 1999), 271-272, hereafter EU, first published in Planteamiento universitario, 
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Central to the UCA contribution was the publication of ECA. This magazine 
represented the best that the UCA had to offer when it came to critical research. Small as 
its circulation was – only about three thousand during the 1980s – its actual constituency 
was impressive, including diplomatic staff, popular organizations and think-tanks of the 
right, extending even to the FMLN’s offices outside the country. Besides ECA were 
established IDHUCA (Human Rights Institute) and the Cátedra de la Realidad Nacional 
(Forum on National Reality); the former under the direction of Ellacuría’s colleague 
Segundo Montes,
27
 becoming an integral part of the courageous non-governmental 
human rights community, and the latter providing a range of open symposia through 
which significant leaders were able to express their views. It escaped no-one that neither 
                                                                                                                                                 
1989, 152-165. This translation has been partially drawn from Teresa Whitfield, but expanded to include 
some material she has excluded.Whitfield, Paying the Price, 242. 
27 Segundo Montes was a fascinating and complex individual whose fate was to be sealed in the 
same manner as Ellacuría. As a social anthropologist he became especially engaged in the question of 
displaced people and refugees in the light of the ongoing social and political conflict. In addition to 
researching the gravity of the problem, he also spoke of the need to restructure society along more just 
lines, without which the problems would return again and again in almost cyclical form. Segundo Montes, 
“El problema de los desplazados y refugiados salvadoreños,” ECA, No. 447-448, (1986), 37-53; “Las 
elecciones y el poder en El Salvador,” ECA, No. 399-400, (1982), 59-65 and “El problema de los derechos 
humanos en El Salvador,” ECA, No. 493-494, (1989) 1095-1100. In the former article Montes forcefully 
argues that in the case of El Salvador it is only a “minimal quota of power” that is ever put to the electorate 
for their “sovereign” decision: in other words power is held and exercised through other means. In the 
latter, read posthumously at the XV Congress of the Association of Latin American Studies, Montes 
prophetically speaks of the incidence of violence from the political right, expressing caution as to a possible 
improvement. There are a number of Montes’ articles translated from Spanish into English in John 
Hassett’s and Hugh Lacey’s (eds) Toward a Society that Serves Its People: The Intellectual Contribution of 
El Salvador’s Murdered Jesuits (Washington D.C.: Georgetown University Press, 1991), hereafter as 
Toward a Society that Serves Its People. See “Is Democracy Possible in An Underdeveloped Country”, 
141-157, trans. Phillip Berryman from “¿Es posible la democracia en un país subdesarrollado?” in ECA 34, 
No. 372-373, (1979), 971-984; “Classes and Social Movements in El Salvador,” 253-268, trans. Phillip 
Berryman from “Clases y movimientos sociales en El Salvador: caracterización, desarrollo e intervención” 
in Realidad Económico Social 1, (1988), 305-331; and “El Salvador: Its Land, Epicenter of the Crisis,” 
269-282, trans. Phillip Berryman from “El Salvador: la tierra, epicentro de la crisis” in Boletín de Ciencias 
Económicas y Sociales 9 (1986), 293-303. 
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was risk-free in authoritarian El Salvador. But even these organizational expressions of 
national involvement did not exhaust the efforts of the UCA. Included as well was the 
IUDOP (Institute of Public Opinion) headed by Ignacio Martín-Baró. Head of the 
Department of Psychology, Martín-Baró was a talented Jesuit, described by his North 
American colleague Adrianne Aron as “perhaps the most important psychological 
theorist of our day.”28 As a critical thinker, he saw psychology as “enslaved” to the 
influence of Anglo-Saxon “big brother” to the north. Such a model he held was unable to 
respond to the psychological needs of Latin America in general and El Salvador in 
particular. In so arguing he proposed an alternative; a “liberation psychology” that 
included as a beginning point, “liberation from psychology.” What he meant by this was 
a breaking free from the method where the discipline was centered upon itself – its 
scientific and social status – toward a method grounded in the liberation of the 
Salvadoran majorities.
29
 
                                                 
28 Whitfield, Paying the Price, 248, quoted from Adrianne Aron, “Martín-Baró on Psychology and 
Politics,” presented at conference on “The Thought of El Salvador’s Murdered Jesuits,” Swarthmore 
College, November 17th, 1990, manuscript, 1. 
29 Martín-Baró, “Toward a Liberation Psychology” in Writings for a Liberation Psychology, eds. 
Adrianne Aron and Shawn Corne, (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1994), 25. Also 
see also three key articles published in ECA: “Polarización social en El Salvador,” No. 412, (1983), 129-
141, “Medios de comunicación masiva y la opinión pública en El Salvador de 1979-1989, No. 493-494, 
(1989), 1081-1093 and “El liderazgo de Monseñor Romero (un análisis psico-social),” No. 389, (1981), 
151-172. The first deals with the question of El Salvador’s social polarization: the manner in which rival 
sectors perceive each other, the perception of the metropolitan middle class of the military and the 
revolutionary left, and finally the presence of a large sector of the population who seek a political solution 
to the conflict. The second, read posthumously at the XV Congress of Latin American Studies, analyses 
public opinion in El Salvador concerning the ongoing conflict and finds that despite the power of interests 
that seek a military solution, public opinion generally holds to the need for a political one. He ends the 
piece with the hopeful words: “Certainly the war has not ended. But today there is the suggestion of a 
horizon where for the first time in Salvadoran history, the opinion of the majority of the people will have to 
be heard and taken into account.” (1092). The third article concerning Romero is extraordinarily persuasive 
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Liberation then stood as the central consideration for philosophy, theology, 
sociology and psychology in the UCA: little wonder that the Jesuits who led it ultimately 
became targets for an angry oligarchy and crazed military.
30
 In a speech to the University 
of Santa Clara, California, on June 12
th
, 1982, Ellacuría articulated the burden which 
some few years later he would very personally and intimately bear: 
Those words of Monsignor Romero affect and comfort us as well: upon being 
informed about the assassinated priests, he said that it would be a bad thing in the 
Salvadoran Church if alongside a humble assassinated people there were no 
priests who ran the risk of the same end. [Likewise] if our university had not 
suffered in those years of the Salvadoran people’s passion and death, it would not 
have fulfilled its duty as a university, and even less would it have made visible its 
Christian inspiration. In a world where lies, injustice and repression rule, a 
university that fights for the truth, for justice and for freedom, cannot avoid being 
persecuted.
31
 
                                                                                                                                                 
arguing that Romero’s compelling leadership could not be explained in any way from his earlier life and 
ministry. Rather Romero’s leadership bore three characteristics: first amidst a situation marked by the 
absence of the voice of the Salvadoran people, Romero became that voice; second that amidst a situation 
characterized by an “imposed disunity,” Romero became the one who served as a “glue” of sorts, re-
generating a new unity amongst the majority; and third, Romero served to expose and dismantle the old 
dominant ideology, promoting with his example and word, radical social change. See also some of Martín-
Baró’s articles John Hassett’s and Hugh Lacey’s (eds) Toward a Society that Serves Its People: especially 
significant are “Developing a Critical Consciousness through the University Curriculum, 220-242, trans. 
John J. Hassett from “Elementos de conscientización socio-política en los currícula de las universidades,” 
ECA 29, No. 313-314, (1974), 765-783; “The Appeal of the Far Right,” 293-305, trans. Phillip Berryman 
from “El llamado de la extrema derecha,” from ECA 37, No. 403-404, (1982), 453-466; “From Dirty War 
to Psychological War: The Case of El Salvador,”306-316, trans. Adrianne Aron from Flight, Exile and 
Return: Mental Health and the Refugee, A. Aron ed, (CHRICA, 1988), 2-22; and “Violence in Central 
America: A Social Psychological Perspective,” 333-346, trans. Anne Wallace from “La violencia en 
Centroamérica: una visión psicosocial” in Revista Costarricense de Psicología 12, No. 13, (1988), 21-34. 
30 Ellacuría, “Universidad, derechos humanos y mayorías populares,” in EU, 203-219, first 
published in ECA, No. 406, (1982), 791-800. It is worthy of note that the Jesuits had by no means universal 
success in the UCA with regard to the assimilation of liberation as the ethos of the university. In particular 
the faculty of law was most resistant, in part because of the social origins of many of its students. 
31 Ellacuría, “Discurso de graduación en la Universidad de Santa Clara,” in EU 227, first published 
in Carta a las Iglesias, No. 22. (1982), 11-15. Altogether too briefly, the Australian international jurist, 
Geoffrey Robertson writes concerning the tragic attempts to seek the truth in El Salvador; in particular the 
lack of resolution about the Jesuit murders themselves He explains, “A Commission on the Truth for El 
Salvador was established in 1991, headed by three respected international jurists, and was staffed and 
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Influences 
Having chronologically explored Ellacuría’s life, what follows is to comment in 
some detail upon those who influenced him. This has been a hotly debated issue, but my 
intention is not to enter into that debate in a detailed manner, much less seek to resolve it, 
but rather to set down some fundamentals upon which there appears to be broad 
agreement.
32
 
                                                                                                                                                 
financed by the United Nations. It managed to identify forty individuals connected to the armed forces who 
had been involved in committing crimes against humanity and its forensic scientists confounded a cover-up 
by the Reagan administration by proving that a massacre of almost a thousand villagers, including hundreds 
of children had taken place at El Mozote. The Commission found so much corruption, complacency and 
bias in the judges of the Supreme Court that it called on them all to retire (an invitation to which the Court 
responded by declaring the Commission ‘subversive of the Constitution’)…The TRC (Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission) report was rejected by the Salvadoran president because, ‘it did not respond to 
the wishes of the majority of the Salvadorans who wished to forgive and forget everything having to do 
with that very sorrowful past’. The government immediately granted a comprehensive amnesty for all 
political crimes, including El Mozote and the Jesuit murders. In 1995, the Supreme Court judges declared 
this blanket amnesty to be valid,” Geoffrey Robertson, Crimes Against Humanity: The Struggle for Global 
Justice (Camberwell, Victoria: Penguin Books, Australia), 314-315. 
32 See Héctor Samour, Voluntad de liberación: el pensamiento filosófico de Ignacio Ellacuría, 
(UCA Editores, 2002), 21-43, hereafter as Voluntad de liberación. Samour challenges the several 
interpretations of Roberto Valdés, “La evolución del pensamiento filosófico de Ignacio Ellacuría” in ECA 
577-578, 1996, 1029-047; Rolando Alvarado, “Vida y pensamiento de Ignacio Ellacuría” in Voluntad de 
vida, Seminario Zubiri-Ellacuría, Managua, UCA, 1993, 115-126; and Antonio González, “Aproximación a 
la obra filosófica de Ignacio Ellacuría” in ECA, (No. 505-506, 1990), 979-989, hereafter “Aproximación a 
Ellacuría.” In relation to Valdés, Samour questions the apparent lack of explanation of the roots of 
Ellacuría’s thought and the reasons for the movement or transition in his thought. He adds, and this is 
probably his most vexatious point, that Valdés includes in the same scheme Ellacuría’s philosophical and 
theological thought, which seems to Samour “inadequate.” Concerning Alvarado, Samour approves of the 
manner in which the former appropriates two keys in order to explain Ellacuría: first his overcoming of 
idealism through Zubiri which has “dominated western philosophy” and the contribution of a “Latin 
American philosophy of liberation.” That said, Samour suggests, probably correctly, that Alvarado 
understates the influence of Zubiri upon Ellacuría, arguing that it is not limited to simply a critique of 
philosophical idealism, but that Zubiri provides Ellacuría with a epistemological, anthropological and 
metaphysical foundations that Ellacuría “positively” assumes to build his philosophy of reality, the 
“nucleus of his philosophy of liberation.” Concerning González, Samour appears more agreeable, affirming 
in broad terms González’s view that Ellacuría’s thought evolved through two stages: first when Zubiri 
constituted the almost sole object of his work, where he discovered “the possibility of a profound and 
creative dialogue with Marxism, above all the dialectical materialism of Engels; and a second stage where 
Ellacuría becomes more radicalized... If in the first Ellacuría sought to elaborate a new materialism via the 
idea of an open materialist reality, in the second he moves beyond this perspective grounded in nature in 
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To understand Ellacuría is to understand the centrality of the human and the 
Christian in his thought and action. As Sobrino penetratingly states, “[T]hey form an 
essentially mutual reference one to the other, as he himself theoretically understood this 
relationship. What is Christian, both in history and as transcendent, is historicized and 
must be historicized in what is human to become real. On the other hand, what is human 
is always, and in essence open to the ‘more’, to the transcendent.”33 In this sense there 
ran a deep thread of philosophical, indeed theological humanism that in some sense 
began in his early years during his novitiate and through his studies in Quito. It is in my 
judgment this thread of humanism that stands as the common factor in the thinking of 
those who shaped him. Accordingly I shall examine each of those to whom I have already 
made passing reference: Miguel Elizondo, Aurelio Espinosa Pólit, Ángel Martínez 
Baigorri, Karl Rahner and Xavier Zubiri. 
Early Philosophy (1947-1955) 
After just one year in the novitiate at Loyola, Spain, the young Ellacuría 
volunteered with several other novices to accompany Fr. Elizondo to be part of the first 
Jesuit novitiate in Central America. What appears to have made an impact upon the 
young novice was the independent style of Elizondo, his “common sense - progressive 
                                                                                                                                                 
order to take up historical action as the object and beginning point of a philosophy focused upon 
liberation,” my translation, 21-27. 
33 Sobrino, “Ignacio Ellacuría, the Human Being and the Christian,” in Love That Produces Hope, 
3, hereafter Love that Produces Hope. 
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for his time - and with a deep spirituality.”34 Elizondo focused upon forming his novices 
according to the “freedom of the Spirit”, encouraging them to be open to the Ad maiorem 
Dei gloriam, the greater glory of God – the motto of the Society of Jesus. He stimulated 
them to adapt to the new context of Central America, rather than depending upon Spanish 
convention marked by rules, virtues and devotions. Fostered in this new-found freedom 
in an antipodes of sorts, Ellacuría experienced an emphasis upon one’s own interior 
development whilst also enjoying the thrill of playing soccer minus the soutane – 
impossible in strictured and structured Spain.
35
 
It was not long after arriving in Quito that Ellacuría fell under the spell of Aurelio 
Espinosa Pólit, rector of the Catholic University in Quito, a renowned authority in 
Sophocles and Virgil, but most importantly a Jesuit of deep humanist roots. Widely 
published in studies of Ecuadorian thinkers, old and contemporary, he also wrote upon 
the religious, the philosophical and particular themes pertaining to education. Rodolfo 
Cardenal, friend and colleague of Ellacuría writes about the relationship between teacher 
and student, 
Later, upon recalling his classes, Ellacuría recognized his (Espinosa’s) heterodox 
methodology - ‘They were really creative classes, without pre-given frameworks. 
At each moment he sought new depth, a dynamic way of putting it, a sudden 
                                                 
34 Cardenal, “De Portugalete a San Salvador,” in Aquella libertad, 44. 
35 Ibid. and “Introduction” in Love That Produces Hope, xv-xvi. See also Whitfield, Paying the 
Price, 21-26. Whitfield’s writing on Elizondo is the fruit of an interview conducted with him. The black 
“soutane” (Spanish – sotana) or cassock was required clothing for the novice in Spain. It symbolized the 
parameters within which a novice was required to live. For example, basketball and handball were 
permitted, but within the physical limitations of the full-length cassock. On the other hand, soccer was not 
allowed at all. In freeing the novices from the soutane, Elizondo, responded to the “freedom of the Spirit” 
in a hot, humid climate. 
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discovery. They carried a sense of spiritual adventure, and for that reason, each 
seemed quite distinct from the other.’….In the lecture room Espinosa argued the 
selected texts through with great love and passion, communicating to his listeners 
his human, religious and moral values.”36 
From Espinosa, the young Ellacuría also learnt the importance of making one’s 
work one’s life. Work was Espinosa’s center of gravity. Upon Espinosa’s death, he wrote 
of him, 
From a bodily point of view, his need of rest was minimal; psychologically he 
rested working…He was able to center himself - and to find his center - in work, 
since this corresponded to what he was, and he was prepared to be what he was. 
The word that corresponds to this behavior is authenticity: authenticity that 
included more than just the moral; also the existential.”37 
Finally and most significantly Espinosa represented the ethos to which Sobrino 
referred: namely humanism connected to the Christian. As Ellacuría himself wrote of his 
mentor, “Neither his priesthood expressed itself without his humanism, nor his humanism 
without his priesthood. His ultimate mission was that of making Christianity through 
building the human.”38 In like form Cardenal suggests that it was Espinosa who first led 
Ellacuría to “to teach his students to learn from reality,” that “books were just useful 
instruments.”39 It was this same concern for the integration of the human and the 
                                                 
36 Cardenal, “De Portugalete a San Salvador,” in Aquella libertad, 45, my transation. These moral 
values were particularly transparent in the manner in which through the classical texts Espinoza examined 
the ‘big’ questions of human existence; those limit situations of human life, which we are told convinced 
Ellacuría more than ever of the necessity of maintaining a “total and direct contact with the human as a 
prior condition for fully understanding it.” Héctor Samour, “La filosofía temprana de Ignacio Ellacuría.” 
www.uca.esl.org. Accessed, March 12th, 2010. 
37 Ellacuría, “El P. Aurelio Espinosa Pólit, S.J.” EF I, 527, first published in ECA, No. 178, 
(1963), 21-24. 
38 Ibid., 532. 
39 Cardenal, “Ser jesuita hoy en El Salvador,” ECA, nos. 493-494 (1989), 1014. 
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Christian that also led to Ellacuría’s coolness to scholasticism as something that was too 
disembodied and intellectualist, as something that needed to be humanized, exposed to 
the concrete realities of human beings.
40
 
As important, if not more so than Espinosa was Ángel Martínez Baigorri, a Jesuit 
domiciled in Nicaragua, but who Ellacuría met in Quito.
41
 What fascinated Ellacuría 
about Martínez was the way in which he was able to synthesize his poetry with 
philosophy and theology, bringing together in a unity his work and his life. In Martínez 
there was the same integration that Ellacuría had discerned in Espinosa, but there was 
also an ability to poetically “plumb the depths”, to search for the “essence of things”; as 
we said earlier, to arrive at the “ultimate reality of things and life.” As we read Ellacuría’s 
correspondence to Martínez there is a sense of the intensity of Ellacuría, of a young man 
                                                 
40 Ample evidence of Ellacuría’s interest in and commitment to a humanist philosophy exists in 
his several articles as a neo-Thomist on Thomas Aquinas and later on the vitalist thought of José Ortega y 
Gasset. Regarding the former, see “Tomás de Aquino, intelectual católico,” EF I, 329-336, first published 
in ECA, No. 146, (1960), 79-84; “Santo Tomás, hombre de su siglo,” EF I, 215-222, first published in ECA, 
123, (1958), 84-89, and “El tomismo, ¿es un humanismo?” EF I, 387-395, first published in ECA, No. 156, 
(1961), 7-75. Concerning the latter, see “Ortega y Gasset: hombre de nuestro ayer,” EF I, 15-22, first 
published in ECA, No. 104, (1956), 198-203; “Ortega y Gasset: desde dentro,” EF I, 23-34, first published 
in ECA, No. 105, (1956), 278-283; “¿Quién es Ortega y Gasset?” EF I, 35-46, first published in ECA, No. 
110, (1956), 595-601, and “Ortega, existencia desligada,” EF I, 265-270, first written in manuscript 
between 7th and 9th December, 1958 in Innsbruck . Ellacuría initially sought to “christianize” Ortega y 
Gasset by building bridges between him and Thomism, as reflected in an unpublished paper entitled, 
“Posibilidad y modo de aproximación entre la filosofía escolástica y la filosofía vitalista moderna,” written 
in 1958. We also know that his preoccupation with Ortega continued even during his later studies in 
Innsbruck, as evidenced in his article, “Técnica en vida humana en Ortega y Gasset: Estudio de 
‘Meditación de la técnica’,” EF I, 415-518, first written in manuscript between March and May, 1961 in 
Innsbruck. Two points are worth making here, concerning Ellacuría’s search for a humanist philosophy that 
would take human reality seriously: first, that his desire to build a dialogue with Ortega moved beyond the 
usual practice of neo-Thomists who normally attempted to “Christianize” only Kant or Heidegger. Second 
that Ellacuría’s dialogue with Ortega was especially audacious given the Spanish Catholic Church’s fear, 
indeed hatred of the philosopher. See Roberto Valdés Valle, “La búsqueda filosófica inicial,” in Aquella 
libertad, 71. 
41Samour considers him of greater importance upon Ellacuría. See “La filosofía temprana de 
Ignacio Ellacuría.” http://www.uca.esl.org. 
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seeking to give deepest expression to his spirit. Indeed his words reflect a depth of 
personal emotion that is almost always held in check in his more formal writings. To 
Martínez he writes, 
How much I rejoiced and rejoice in them (in the two letters that you sent me)! 
You are better able to live it than I am to say it; that which is a live echo of live 
echoes!...If only you could see how in particular points of my meditations, indeed 
in the meditations themselves, there appear parts of your poetry that most 
profoundly and vibrantly express what I too live ineffably but which (unlike you) 
I am unable to convey: then you would understand what I am saying to you.
42
 
Critical as the poetry of Martínez was for the young Ellacuría’s aesthetic and 
spiritual sense, evidence suggests that his influence extended beyond this to Ellacuría’s 
critical assessment of western civilization, and more profoundly to his understanding of 
the philosophical task itself. Regarding the former, Martínez’s work furnished Ellacuría 
with a potentially critical vision of the west’s capitalist structures and of the human and 
social problems from which advanced capitalist societies and the poor countries that find 
themselves within their orbit suffer. Years later in his more mature writings, Ellacuría 
spoke damningly of the west’s “civilization of capital” and constructed the alternative of 
a “civilization of poverty” or austerity. Pivotal to this view was his understanding of the 
human person, as “more than” that to which the modern market reduces him: 
superficiality, hedonism and inauthentic existence. For Ellacuría as for Martínez, the 
challenge for the human person was to reconcile his actual way of life with his true 
essence. 
                                                 
42 Ellacuría, “Carta de I. Ellacuría a A. Martínez,” (Ecuador, julio, 1954), EF I, 198, quoted in Sols 
Lucia, La teología histórica de Ignacio Ellacuría, 23, my translation. 
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Regarding the philosophical task, Ellacuría assimilated from Martínez that 
philosophy had to serve the function of knowing reality in an ultimate and radical sense, 
helping human beings reorient their lives in a way that is consistent with their innate 
being. Critical to this function was philosophy’s capacity to penetrate to the truth of 
things. In arguing thus, what was crucial to Ellacuría’s inheritance from Martínez was the 
insight that a truthful philosophy must begin from historical circumstances, from 
immediate contact with reality, giving it priority over concepts and theories. It was 
because of this insight that Ellacuría continued with his characteristic passion to seek out 
a way of thinking that was both more vital and human than what he witnessed in the 
scholastic constructions of the time and even the many contemporary philosophical 
expressions, including Ortega y Gasset. As Samour says, 
Putting it in the most precise manner, Ellacuría valued the work of the poet as that 
which transcended both the scholastic and modern vitalistic positions, both of 
which he judged partial and incomplete. Ellacuría sought to establish in the 
philosophical field, the synthesis of the timeless and the modern that Ángel 
Martínez had brought to fruition in the poetic; that is to say to attain a philosophy 
that is at the same time both perennial and modern, a philosophy with a deep 
sense of the human and ethical, enriched with an ample metaphysical 
underpinning. For Ellacuría to remain only with the modern was to resign oneself 
to a superficial philosophy without the capacity to dig deeper with regard to the 
being of things; while to remain with the permanent and the universal of 
scholasticism was to assume a conservative position closed-off to modern 
expressions and the most pressing problems of the time.
43
 
In keeping with this conviction that philosophy has to begin from historical 
circumstances, from immediate contact with reality, there was a sense in which 
                                                 
43 Samour, “La filosofía temprana de Ignacio Ellacuría,” http://www.uca.esl.org , my translation. 
Accessed, April 14th, 2010. 
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philosophy for Ellacuría, even at this early stage had to become a way of living, just as 
poetry had been for Martínez, and as we saw earlier, work itself had been the center of 
gravity for Espinosa. There was an undeniable passion in Ellacuría that simply did not 
permit philosophy to be reduced to discussion about reason, or management of theories 
and concepts that stand prior to reality, and that invariably become substitutes for it. That 
said, despite his understanding of philosophy as a way of living, Ellacuría still had a way 
to go to discover the situation of the poor of Latin America as the ultimate expression of 
such reality. José Joaquín Castellón Martín comments accordingly: 
In this period nothing could make us predict the importance that the social 
situation of exploitation and growing poverty of the immense majority of the 
Salvadoran people would have upon his mature work. Through those years, Brazil 
was suffering the institutionalized violence of a military government; and the base 
communities of the Brazilian Church were living through a period of cruel 
repression. The Salvadoran people were suffering from terrible poverty and the 
social inequalities were exceptionally grave. Through this Ellacuría was engaged 
in a philosophy limited to the intra-ecclesial and a cultural dialogue of the tea-
room.
44
 
Theology in Innsbruck: Karl Rahner (1958-1962) 
In what ways did Rahner, the supreme theologian of Vatican II, shape Ellacuría? 
Unlike most of those who influenced him, with whom he generally entered into quite 
close personal relationships, Ellacuría maintained a certain distance from Rahner. Not-
withstanding, most writings about Ellacuría acknowledge Rahner’s influence, but fail to 
                                                 
44 José Joaquín Castellón Martín, Ellacuría y la filosofía de la praxis, (Huelva, Spain: Editorial 
Hergué, 2003), 22, my translation. 
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enter into much detail.
45
 This analysis will pick up a number of themes that Martin Maier 
perceptively articulates, but will seek to further the analysis, through discussion of J. 
Matthew Ashley’s work.46 
Most fundamentally, through Rahner the young Ellacuría was able to confirm his 
passion for the integration of the Christian and the human, the coherence between 
theology and life. Martin Maier in his discussion of Rahner’s impact upon Ellacuría puts 
it in the following terms: 
It should be said up front that for both Rahner and Ellacuría the theological task 
presupposes what we can call, in the words of Johann Baptist Metz, a ‘theological 
and existential biography... As such, Rahner’s theology surpasses the way of 
doing theology in his time, for ‘Catholic theology of the modern age seems to be 
characterized by a profound schism between theological system and religious 
experience, doxology and biography, dogmatics and mysticism’.…Rahner’s skill 
consisted in making theology confront the questions posed by life itself. 
                                                 
45 Exceptions to the norm include, Martin Maier, “Karl Rahner: The Teacher of Ignacio Ellacuría,” 
trans. Anna Bonta and Kevin Burke in Love that Produces Hope,128-143, formerly published as “Karl 
Rahner, el maestro” in Aquella libertad, 171-193. This article is a re-elaboration of two articles first 
published as “La influencia de Karl Rahner en la teología de Ignacio Ellacuría I y II” in RLT, No.39, 
(1996), 233-255 and No. 44, (1998), 163-187. Also see the introduction of Lasalle-Klein to Love That 
Produces Hope (xxi-xxiii), which argues that Ellacuría not only saw his own work as a “development of 
Rahner’s” but in particular he “frames his entire theological project as a ‘theology of sign’; his own 
particular development of Rahner’s ‘theology of symbol’”: for example that salvation in history is a sign of 
the history of salvation; that through its option for the poor, the church becomes a “sacramental” and 
“mediating sign” of the presence of Christ to the “crucified peoples” of history. Quoting Ellacuría’s own 
attack upon criticism in a review written by the office of the apostolic nuncio in San Salvador, Lasalle-
Klein writes, “Ellacuría’s argument is that the unnamed reviewer, ‘ignores and passes over what is essential 
in my work: salvation in history is a sign of the plenitude of a salvation that is meta-historical’.” Ellacuría 
continues, says Lasalle-Kein, “‘Everything that is presented as salvation in history…is regarded as a sign of 
the history of salvation. It comes from that and it moves toward that. My work tries to demonstrate the 
connection between the sign and what constitutes it as a sign’.” Trans. from the unpublished “Respuesta 
crítica” 6-7 in “Introduction” of Love that Produces Hope. See Jon Sobrino’s “Ignacio Ellacuría, the 
Human Being and the Christian: Taking the Crucified People Down from the Cross” in Love That Produces 
Hope, trans. Lassalle-Klein, 1-67, first published in two parts, “Ignacio Ellacuría, el hombre y el cristiano. 
‘Bajar de la cruz al pueblo crucificado’” I and II, in RLT, Nos. 32 and 33, (1994), 131-161, 215-244. José 
Sols Lucia also reflects upon sign in Ellacuría’s thought in La Teología histόrica de Ignacio Ellacuría, 
(Madrid: Editorial Trotta, 1999), 324-327. 
46 Meier, “Karl Rahner: The Teacher of Ignacio Ellacuría” in Love that Produces Hope,129. 
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Maier continues: 
Following Metz’s lead, Ignacio Ellacuría presents a special case of a ‘theological 
and existential biography’. This theologian was even assassinated for defending in 
his historical life what inspired his theology.”47 
While undoubtedly true it must also be added that the contexts of Rahner and 
Ellacuría were ‘worlds apart’. For Rahner the challenge was to address through his 
transcendentalist approach, the European person, strongly shaped by the Enlightenment 
and modern science, with its tendency toward the “denial of knowledge or even existence 
of God.”48 For Ellacuría the issue became increasingly different, quite distinct: that of 
oppression and injustice in Catholic Latin America.
49
 
Moving beyond this fundamental common trait of coherence between theology 
and life - albeit in very different worlds - there also stand the broad common spiritual 
roots of Rahner and Ellacuría in the tradition of St. Ignatius of Loyola. Indeed the manner 
in which each understands the Exercises serves as a means through which faith and 
theology may be historicized. In a detailed discussion of the manner in which the Ignatian 
Exercises quite clearly shaped Ellacuría, J. Matthew Ashley briefly but significantly 
refers to Rahner as he demonstrates the connection between the two men. He writes: 
                                                 
47 Ibid., 129-130. 
48 Ibid. 
49 Maier diagnoses the difference well as he contrasts the diverse agendas of European and Latin 
American theological concerns through the lens of Dietrich Bonhoeffer; for some the first European 
political theologian, and Gustavo Gutiérrez; for many the first voice of liberation in Latin America. He 
says, “If, according to Bonhoeffer, the principal question that European theology raises is ‘how to make 
God believable in a world of unbelief’,” the term that he used frequently was that of the jurist Hugo Grotius 
etsi Deus non daretur, best translated as ‘even if there were no God’; he continues, “Latin American 
theology, according to Gustavo Gutiérrez, takes as the central question, ‘how to speak about God in a world 
of suffering and injustice,” Ibid., 130. 
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Following Rahner, Ellacuría observed that the Exercises envisage an encounter 
with God that has as its goal an understanding of the world and of one’s mission 
in the world that ‘cannot be deduced from universal principles’. Rahner had 
argued that there are concrete particulars of an individual’s biography and of the 
particular will of God for that individual that could not be evaluated by 
determining their fit or lack of fit with universal doctrinal and ethical principles. 
Ignatius’ Rules for Discernment, Rahner contended, meets the need for such an 
evaluation. For Ellacuría, they offer a similar resource for the Latin American 
Church which faces a situation that cannot be adequately met simply by the 
application of ecclesiological principles derived in the abstract or from different 
historical and cultural contexts.
50
 
Ashley adds: 
Ellacuría summarized his position by asserting that the Exercises constitute a 
theological place for a historical contextualization of our understanding of God’s 
will because they ‘posit one’s own history as the hermeneutical place [for 
determining] who one is and what God’s will is for him or her’. In other words 
they make the historical into the essential part of the structure of the Christian 
encounter with God.
51
 
To draw this similarity of conclusion from the Ignatian tradition on the part of 
both men, does not however commit one to the view that their individual understandings 
of history and historicization were the same. In fact they were substantially different; in 
part, as I have mentioned above due to the dramatic difference in the historical contexts 
in which they were immersed and to which they were responding, but also I would add, 
because of the Spanish philosopher Xavier Zubiri’s fundamental influence upon the 
thought of Ellacuría; something I shall explore a little later.
52
 Suffice it to say at this point, 
                                                 
50 J. Matthew Ashley, “Ignacio Ellacuría and the Spiritual Exercises of Ignatius of Loyola, in 
Theological Studies, Vol. 61, No. 1, (March 2000), 27, hereafter Ignacio Ellacuría and the Spiritual 
Exercises. 
51 Ibid. 
52 For an understanding of Rahner’s view of salvation-history and world history see his “History 
of the World and Salvation-History” in Theological Investigations, Vol. V, Later Writings, Part II 
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that at least for both theologians, the Spiritual Exercises promoted a historically 
contextualized understanding of God’s call to the follower of Jesus and the Church.53 
Turning to the philosophical, again there appears a certain likeness between 
Rahner and Ellacuría in as much as both lend great weight to the idea of a philosophical 
foundation to their respective theologies. In Rahner’s thought there is the famous 
anthropological turn: as Maier puts it, “the reconciliation between the subjectivism of 
                                                                                                                                                 
Questions on the Theology of History, trans. by Karl-H Kruger, (London, Helicon Press/Darton, Longman 
& Todd), 97-114. Sols sums up the relationship between Rahner and Ellacuría with regard to the broad 
issue of history quite well in writing, “In Rahner, Ellacuría found a theologian who introduces history as 
something that is essential to Revelation, to the experience of God, and to theology. For Rahner, Revelation 
is given in the form of salvation history, and is given in the history of human beings, without this meaning 
that either is confused with the other. Revelation itself is already historical due to its being a history of 
salvation and the acceptance of Revelation is also historical, since the human being is essentially historical. 
(Heidegger).” He then adds without further elaboration, but nevertheless in my estimation correctly, that, 
“These affirmations (of Rahner’s) give rise to a new theology,” presumably liberation theology (my 
words), “sensitive to the historicity of the theological and dogmatic Logos. ‘Historicity’ does not mean 
‘relativity’, but rather ‘truth expressed in the interior of a context of meaning and in a cultural and historical 
universe’.” Sols Lucia, La teología histórica de Ignacio Ellacuría, 25, my translation. 
53 In “Ignacio Ellacuría and the Spiritual Exercises,” Ashley explains the specific manner in which 
Ellacuría interpreted the Exercises as historicizing. He makes three valuable points (25-26): that the goal of 
the personal encounter with the will of God already constitutes a principle of historicization; that the 
Exercises historicize or concretize the word of God in that they allude to tangible historical, personal and 
situational signs; and that as referred to in the main text above, to which both Rahner and Ellacuría 
subscribed, the Exercises “envisage an encounter with God that has as its goal an understanding of the 
world and of one’s mission in the world, that ‘cannot be deduced from universal principles’,” 27. In a 
broader sense, the explicit relationship between spirituality and theology is also of indirect interest here. 
Quite correctly in my view, Ashley argues along with Marie-Dominique Chenu and Michael Buckley, that 
spirituality precedes and shapes theological systems of thought. In the article cited, he contrasts Rahner’s 
interpretation of the Exercises with Hans Urs von Balthazar’s, 21. Elsewhere in his earlier work, 
Interruptions: Mysticism, Politics and Theology in the Work of Johann Baptist Metz, (Notre Dame, Indiana: 
University of Notre Dame Press, 1998) where he compares and contrasts Rahner and his disciple Metz, he 
again attributes the theological conflict to their very different spiritualities: Rahner’s neo-Platonic Ignatian 
emphasis on indiferencia and Metz’s “mysticism of suffering unto God”, an apocalyptic mysticism that 
“enters into the events of Christ’s life in order to realize personal transformation,” the “centrality of 
imitation” (Nachfolge). For my purposes what is of especial interest is the way in which Ashley uses the 
same terms to locate and explain Ellacuría’s spirituality as he does Metz’s; compare Interruptions 179-181 
with Theological Studies Vol. 61, No. 1, 37-39. In other words, Ashley considers both Metz’s and 
Ellacuría’s models of spirituality as similar in the sense of bearing an historical and apocalyptic character, 
both centered in following the man Jesus (Week 2 of the Exercises). 
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modernity and the experience of faith.”54 In this articulation Rahner is clear that “the 
human person as spirit is radically open to a transcendental horizon and can experience 
this openness through the knowledge of the sensible world.”55 In turn “the role of 
philosophy is to show that the human person in his or her ontological structure, in his or 
her potentia oboedentialis, is open to divine revelation.”56 In contrast to Rahner, Ellacuría 
is harshly critical of the way in which Christian theology has been seduced by 
philosophical idealism – a claim consistent with his Zubirian roots – arguing that any 
philosophy that claims to ground Latin American theology, must take seriously the Latin 
American experience of injustice and oppression. In the words of Ellacuría himself, 
“Philosophical concepts must be historical and total, effective and real.”57 
Finally there is for both theologians a unity of nature and grace, although in 
different ways. The discussion of nature and grace is a complex one, registered most 
clearly during the last one hundred and fifty years in the conflict between the nouvelle 
                                                 
54 Maier, “Karl Rahner: The Teacher of Ignacio Ellacuría,” in Love that Produces Hope, 134. 
55 Ibid. 
56 Ibid. For Rahner’s anthropology see chapters II and IV, “Man in the Presence of Absolute 
Mystery” and “Man as the Event of God’s Free and Forging Self-Communication” respectively in 
Foundations of Christian Faith: An Introduction to the Idea of Christianity (New York: Crossroad, 1999). 
For a good analysis from secondary sources, see James C. Livingstone, Francis Schüssler Fiorenza, with 
Sarah Coakley and James H. Evans Jr. Modern Christian Thought: The Twentieth Century, Vol. II, 205-214 
and Brackley, chapter 3 “The Aggiornamento Paradigm of Karl Rahner,” Divine Revolution, 45-64. 
57 Ellacuría, “Historia de la salvación y la salvación en la historia,” ET I, 524, first published in 
Teología política, (Ediciones del Secretariado Social Interdiocesano, 1973), hereafter as TP, in English, 
Freedom Made Flash: The Mission of Christ and His Church, trans. John Drury (New York, Maryknoll: 
Orbis, 1976), hereafter as FMF, cited in Maier, “Karl Rahner: The Teacher of Ignacio Ellacuría,” in Love 
that Produces Hope, 134. 
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theologie movement and neo-Scholasticism.
58
 It is beyond my scope to engage in that 
discussion in detail, however I will attempt to explain both Rahner’s and Ellacuría’s 
positions. 
In contrast to more traditional Catholic teaching, Rahner refused to permit the 
usual dramatic bifurcation of the temporal and spiritual orders, of nature and grace. In 
seeing things differently he wrote, 
We speak of the order of redemption within the order of creation…divine grace, 
the fruit of redemption, actually penetrates the created order itself, healing and 
sanctifying it…it incorporates the world, in all its abiding naturality into the 
mysterium Christi.
59
 
For Rahner both the redemptive and the created order exist in each other: they are 
materially co-extensive, neither identical nor entirely distinguishable from each other. 
With regard to the way in which nature and grace impinge upon the human person, 
Rahner interprets the human person as intrinsically oriented to God, as carrying within 
“an infinite emptiness or longing - which only God can satisfy….”60 This openness to 
God, this capacity of the human person to receive a communication of God; as mentioned 
                                                 
58 For a discussion of the nouvelle theologie movement see James C. Livingstone, Francis 
Schüssler Fiorenza, with Sarah Coakley and James H. Evans Jr. Modern Christian Thought: The Twentieth 
Century, Vol. II, 198-205 and Stephen J. Duffy, The Graced Horizon: Nature and Grace in Modern 
Catholic Thought, (Collegeville, Minnesota: Liturgical Press, 1992), especially chapter 4, “The Interiority 
of the Invitation of Grace: Karl Rahner’s Supernatural Existential,” 85-114. 
59 Rahner, “The Order of Redemption within the Order of Creation”, in The Christian 
Commitment, trans. Cecily Hastings, (London, Sheed & Ward, 1963), 38-39, cited also by Brackley, Divine 
Revolution, 47. 
60 Brackley, ibid., 48. Brackley does not mention the manner in which Rahner’s anthropology 
bears some distinctly Augustinian traits; remembering Augustine’s magnificent words, Tu excitas, ut 
laudare te delectat, quia fecisti nos ad te et inquietum est cor nostrum, donec requiescat in te. – “You raise 
him up (referring to the human creature), in order that he might delight you, because you made us for you 
and our heart is restless until it rests in you,” Confessions, Book I.1, my translation. 
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earlier, this potentia oboedentialis is more than just a passive openness as ordained by 
nature, rather it is an “ontological alert,” “a positive ordination of human beings to 
radically share God’s life as their only real, final destiny.”61 It is here that the human 
ordination to share God’s life is no less than an ongoing “existential” horizon for human 
beings as they live out their lives. As such it remains a gift, a supernatural existential 
quintessentially expressed in the incarnation; a gift that existentially changes the human 
person, that “decisively stamps the human condition, even when this offer of salvation is 
not subjectively accepted.”62 
But if grace decisively stamps the human condition, this in turn begs the question 
what this means for the human person in relationship to concrete reality, in particular to 
the tangible ‘others’ in reality. In this connection Rahner insists that the human person 
(spirit) is transcendence toward the world, not out of or beyond it. He writes 
compellingly, 
But what these notions mean, and what is decisive for a correct interpretation of 
Christianity is this: being in the world, being in time and being in history are 
aspects of man that he does not merely have alongside of and in addition to free 
personhood. They are rather aspects of the free subjectivity of a person as such. 
Man is not merely also a biological and social organism who exists in time with 
these characteristics. Rather his subjectivity and his free, personal self-
interpretation take place precisely in and through his being in the world, in time 
                                                 
61 Ibid., 48. 
62 Rahner writes, “If God gives creation and the human person above all a supernatural end and 
this end is first ‘in intentione’, then the human person (and the world) is by that very fact always and 
everywhere inwardly other in structure than he would be if he did not have this end; and hence other as 
well before she has reached this end partially (the grace which justifies) or wholly (the beatific vision).” 
“Concerning the Relationship between Nature and Grace, trans. Cornelius Ernst, Theological Investigations 
I, (London and New York: Darton, Longman & Todd/Seabury Press, 1961), 302-303. Cited also by 
Brackley, ibid., 48. 
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and in history, or better, in and through world, time and history. The question of 
salvation cannot be answered by bypassing man’s historicity and his social nature. 
Transcendentality and freedom are realized in history.”63 
For Rahner then the human person’s historical and social nature are not things 
added to his subjective being, but are integral parts of it, through which his ultimate 
freedom and transcendence are expressed. In other words, human spirit necessarily erupts 
into the ‘public’ arena, into the more broadly social.64 
Now none of this was strange or alien to Ellacuría, however Ellacuría lends to 
Rahner’s integral awareness of creation and the human person a deeper emphasis upon 
historical reality itself; in short he historicizes Rahner even further. In his essay dedicated 
                                                 
63 Rahner, Foundations of Christian Faith: An Introduction to the Idea of Christianity, trans. 
William V. Dych, (New York: Crossroad, 1999) 40. 
64 The question of “spirit” and “matter” and the human person as “spirit” amidst “matter” in the 
world occurs and reoccurs in Rahner. In “The Unity of All Created Things,” Foundations, he writes, 
“Matter is the condition that makes possible an immediate intercommunication with the other spiritual 
existents in time and history. Matter is the ground of the givenness of the other as the material of freedom 
and the ground of real communication between finite spirits in mutual knowledge and love.” 183. In a more 
historical turn of phrase he writes elsewhere in Foundations, “We are aware today in a quite new and 
inescapable way that man is a social being, a being who can exist only with such intercommunication with 
others throughout all of the dimensions of human existence,” 323. See also “The Theology of the Symbol: 
trans. Kevin Smyth, Theological Investigations 4, (London and New York: Darton, Longman 
&Todd/Seabury Press,1969), 245-247; “The Unity of Spirit and Matter in the Christian Understanding of 
Faith,” trans. K.H and Boniface Kruger, Theological Investigations 6, (1969), 153-177, and “The Body in 
the Order of Salvation,”trans. Margaret Kohl, Theological Investigations 17 (1981), 71-89. Also see a fine 
secondary discussion of Rahner regarding history and society in Titus F. Guenther, Rahner and Metz 
(Lanham, Maryland & London, University Press of America, 1994). Whilst not convincing about Rahner’s 
and Metz’s ultimate compatibility as political and social theologies, I think that Guenther is correct in 
affirming in Rahner’s anthropology the importance of the “human subject as a spiritual being in the 
world”(132) that “gains conscious self-possession …strictly and exclusively through turning toward 
worldly reality.” (132). He states, “But as Rahner himself says explicitly, the conversio ad phantasmata 
may precisely not be translated as ‘turning to the sensorial’ (as Aquinas), but as ‘turning toward history, 
toward [one’s] free self-realization toward fellow men and women’,” 132, also 272. 
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to Rahner, “Thesis on the Possibility, Necessity and Meaning of a Latin American 
Theology,”65 he writes, 
The classical thesis that the plenitude of the concrete human person requires 
historically the communication of God and that the plenitude of the 
communication of God leads to the plenitude of the historical human person is a 
basic hypothesis of Latin American theology.
66
 
But there is a sense in which Ellacuría suspects Rahner of still carrying within the 
‘Trojan horse’ of idealism and its companion a-historicism. What does “plenitude of the 
concrete human person” actually mean? Is it a strictly subjective experience connected to 
contemplation? Ellacuría insists that all these “plenitudes”, at least in the Latin American 
context, must pass through struggle and death toward liberation. For Ellacuría the nature-
grace discussion must be located firmly in historical reality and includes historical 
reality.
67
 
In sum then Ellacuría was unquestionably shaped by his teacher Rahner in terms 
of the integration of the Christian and the human, the centrality of the Ignatian Exercises 
as a force for the historicization of discipleship, the importance of a philosophical 
grounding for theology, albeit of different types, and finally the relationship between 
                                                 
65 Ellacuría, “Tesis sobre posibilidad, necesidad y sentido de una teología latinoamericana,” ET I, 
271-302. first published in A. Vargas Machuca, ed., Teología y mundo contemporáneo: Homenaje a Karl 
Rahner (Madrid, Universidad Pontifícia Comillas y Ediciones Cristiandad, 1975), 325-350. 
66 Ibid., 294, my translation. 
67 Ellacuría’s doubts over Rahner’s understanding of reality, is expressed well when he writes, “I 
never heard Rahner speak or write of anything that had to do with revolution, violence or the third world, 
because he did not even know that this existed. A little while ago, a group of young German theologians 
wrote to Rahner requesting that he leave his learned pedantry and reflect on this concrete reality, about 
which he has (in his own way) always reflected, but this time the referent needing to be worldly reality; and 
to do so theologically.” my translation, Ignacio Ellacuría, “El tercer mundo como lugar óptimo de la 
vivencia cristiana de los Ejercicios,” ET IV, 218. 
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grace and nature; for Rahner carrying an increasingly historical and social tinge, but for 
Ellacuría radicalized still further. There remains however two additional influences that 
are essential for an understanding of Ellacuría: that of the martyred Oscar Romero and 
the Spaniard, Xavier Zubiri; to these I now turn. 
Oscar Arnulfo Romero: Prophet, Mystic, Vehicle of God 
We have spoken of Oscar Romero in considerable detail in the first chapter as we 
established El Salvador’s historical parameters. Romero’s importance within those 
parameters, especially today, remains clearer than ever: his dramatic influence upon the 
Church, the Jesuits, the broader political, social and cultural life of El Salvador, not to 
mention his impact upon Latin America and even the first world.
68
 No less than many 
others, Ignacio Ellacuría was also inspired by Romero. Perhaps it could even be said that 
without a Romero there may not have been an Ellacuría; at least not in the sense that is 
remembered today. 
But what was the nature of the influence of Romero upon Ellacuría? In order to 
answer this question, perhaps we first need to clarify who influenced whom, for still 
today in El Salvador, there are those who insist that Romero was no more than a naïve 
bishop, a dupe of the “cunning” Jesuits of the UCA. In his address upon the concession of 
                                                 
68 The Chilean episcopacy was deeply affected by Romero as they labored under the Pinochet 
dictatorship, especially those bishops of the center-left who looked to his memory with considerable 
admiration. Archbishop Manuel Santos, of Concepción, for whom I translated numerous times when 
English speaking bishops would visit during the 1980s, frequently and quite emotionally referred to him in 
terms of his evangelical courage. 
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a doctorate honoris causa upon the martyred Romero in 1985, Ellacuría sought to put an 
end to this speculation once and for all: 
Upon Archbishop Romero’s arrival in the archdioceses, the university began to 
understand better and more deeply its mission. It has been said with malicious 
intent that Archbishop Romero was manipulated by our university. Now is the 
time to say publicly and solemnly that this was not the case. He variously 
requested our collaboration and this was for us and always will be a great honor, 
both because of the identity of the one who asked and the reasons for which he 
asked: collaboration in political analysis of the national situation, collaboration in 
the theological arguments, especially when he was preparing his pastoral letters, 
and collaboration in the particular functions of the archdioceses. But in all this, 
there is no doubt as to just who was the teacher and who was the assistant, who 
was the pastor giving the instructions and who carried those instructions out, who 
was the prophet unraveling the mystery and who was the follower, who was the 
one who inspired and who were those who received inspiration, who was the 
voice and who was the echo.
69
 
Accepting this claim at face value, even while acknowledging the complexity of 
the relationship between Romero and the UCA, I shall attend to the question of the more 
personal influence of the pastor upon the intellectual. In a short paragraph, Jon Sobrino 
offers us considerable insight in saying, 
I have no doubt that Ellacuría was really and existentially affected by Archbishop 
Romero and in a different way than Rahner or Zubiri had affected him. The 
archbishop’s prophetic character and compassion, his utopian vision and freedom, 
left their mark on Ellacuría. In my opinion, however, what was deepest and most 
specific was something else: the profound faith of Archbishop Romero, the 
unpretentious faith in the mystery of God, the archbishop expressed so naturally, 
and that radiated from his person.
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69 Ellacuría, “LA UCA ante el doctorado concedidio a Monseñor Romero,” in EU, 231-232, my 
translation. 
70 Sobrino, “Ignacio Ellacuría, the Human Being and the Christian,” in Love That Produces Hope, 
46. While Sobrino is undoubtedly correct in his insight, Sols takes up the issue of the connection between 
Romero’s and Ellacuría’s thought. He alludes to four instances which demonstrate the 
theological/conceptual influence of the former upon the latter. First the Second Pastoral Letter of August 
6th, 1977 in the elaboration of which Sobrino figured; second, the intervention that Romero made at Puebla 
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In Romero then the intriguing synthesis of truth, prophecy, compassion, grace and 
justice, compelled Ellacuría’s attention. But behind this there stood something less 
conceptual, more existential: the essential spirituality of Romero, the way he lived out his 
life and related to the poor majorities of El Salvador. Central to this, one may speculate 
was perhaps – and Ellacuría knew this only too well – that Romero had not always been 
this way. Accordingly what may have fascinated Ellacuría even more was the superlative 
way in which Romero had allowed himself to be changed, to become a crucible for the 
will of God in El Salvador. Ellacuría himself wrote, 
He had to be converted, he had to profoundly change, and grace was stronger than 
his past. As he used to say, it was the blood of Fr. Rutilio Grande mixed with that 
of the people that finally and definitively awakened his conscience. But this 
change did not mean an abandonment of the faith, but rather its purification, and 
its practical development into new tasks that earlier had not even been dreamed 
of.
71
 
                                                                                                                                                 
in 1979, where he held that evangelization had to be one that “denounces with candor arbitrary arrest, 
political exile, torture, and above all the sorrowful mystery of the disappeared. It should indeed underline 
transcendence and the hope of heaven, but for this reason it requires the commitment to work for a just 
world that will reflect that transcendence and that spirituality.”, Brockman, Romero A Life, 162; third, the 
discourse delivered at the University of Louvain, Belgium, February 2nd, 1980 that perhaps best of all sums 
up his thought. Sols underlines the following words, “The church’s option for the poor explains the 
political dimension of the faith in its fundamentals and in its basic outline. Because the church has opted for 
the truly poor, not for the fictitiously poor, because it has opted for those who really are oppressed and 
repressed, the church lives in a political world and it fulfills itself as church through politics. It cannot be 
otherwise if the church, like Jesus, is to turn itself toward the poor,” from “The Political Dimension of the 
Faith from the Perspective of the Option for the Poor: Address by Archbishop Romero on the Occasion of 
the Conferral of a Doctorate, Honoris Causa, by the University of Louvain, Belgium.”, in Archbishop 
Oscar Romero, Voice of the Voiceless, 182-183; and fourth, the letter sent by Romero to the president of the 
U.S. Jimmy Carter, requesting that he discontinue the economic and military aid to El Salvador, given that 
such aid only served to reinforce the repression of the people, Sols Lucia, La teología histórica de Ignacio 
Ellacuría, 40-41. 
71 Ellacuría, “LA UCA ante el doctorado concedidio a Monseñor Romero,” in EU, 241, my 
translation. 
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Xavier Zubiri and the ‘Turn to Reality’. 
The point to which I have constantly returned in this chapter, as I have thought 
about those who influenced Ignacio Ellacuría, has been the manner in which each in his 
own way served to help him connect the Christian and the human, theology and life. 
Never was this more completely the case than with Xavier Zubiri, about and with whom 
Ellacuría wrote his doctoral dissertation, La principialidad de la esencia en Xavier Zubiri. 
Zubiri was born in San Sebastián, Spain on December 4
th
, 1898, dying some 
eighty-five years later in Madrid on September 21
st
, 1983. In 1918 he entered the 
diocesan seminary, being sent to Madrid to study philosophy, where amongst his mentors 
figured Ángel Amore Ruibal, Juan Zaragüeta, José Ortega y Gasset and Julio Palacios. 
During the following three years, Zubiri gravitated between universities in Spain, 
Belgium and Italy; in particular, Louvain, then under the well known Cardinal Mercier 
and the Gregorian in Rome. From the former he received his licentiate in philosophy with 
a thesis on the thought of Edmund Husserl, Le problème de l’objetivité d’aprés Ed. 
Husserl: I, La logique pure, whilst from the latter he received his doctorate in theology a 
year later whilst also completing a doctorate in philosophy form the University of Madrid 
under the direction of José Ortega y Gasset, with a dissertation entitled Ensayo de una 
teoría fenomenológica del juicio. In 1921 he began teaching in the same university and 
was awarded a chair in the history of philosophy in 1926. Not long after, Zubiri took a 
leave of absence and spent the next four years located in numerous European centers “in 
search of a scientific knowledge sufficient to permit posing the problems of philosophy in 
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a realistic form.”72 He studied classical philology with Werner Jaeger in Berlin, De la 
Vallée-Poussin in Paris and Ernst Zermelo in Freiburg; theoretical physics with Louis De 
Broglie in Paris and Erwin Schrödinger in Berlin; biology with Van Gehuchten in 
Louvain, Spemann in Freiburg and Goldschmidt and Mangolt in Berlin; mathematics 
with Rey Pastor in Madrid; and philosophy with Husserl and Heidegger in Freiburg im 
Bresigau. Finally and intriguingly, he met Albert Einstein and lived with him for a time 
in the professorial residence Harnack House, Berlin. 
In 1931 Zubiri returned to Madrid to teach. Released from his priestly vows by 
Pius IX, he married Carmen Castro in 1936, who had been one of his students, the 
daughter of the Spanish writer Américo Castro. The outbreak of the Spanish Civil War 
found him outside the country in Rome. Deciding not to return to Spain, he taught 
philosophy and theology at the Catholic Institute in Paris while simultaneously studying 
oriental languages and ancient history at the Sorbonne. Toward the end of the civil war he 
returned to the University of Madrid, but found the environment under Franco impossible, 
crushing any genuine sense of inquiry. He moved on to occupy the chair of the history of 
philosophy at the University of Barcelona from 1940 to 1942, but his despair there was 
replicated, in fact exacerbated by World War II, and the then strong position of the Axis 
powers. For Zubiri, European civilization was at the crossroads, in mortal danger of 
collapse. Delivering a paper entitled “Our Intellectual Situation”, he wrote, 
                                                 
72 Jorge Alavarado Pisani, “Vida y pensamiento de Xavier Zubiri (1898-1983)” in Antonio 
González, ed. Voluntad de vida: ensayos filosóficos, Seminario Zubiri-Ellacuría, Vol. I (Managua, UCA 
1993), 118, quoted by and translation of Kevin F. Burke S.J. The Ground Beneath the Cross, 28. 
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When human beings and human reason believed they were everything, they lost 
themselves; they were left, in certain aspects, annihilated. Thus the person of the 
20
th
 century finds himself even more alone; this time without the world, without 
God and without himself…The questions of being, of the world, and of truth echo 
in the depths of his person. Imprisoned in this new sonorous solitude, we find 
ourselves situated beyond the totality of what merely is, in a type of trans-real 
situation, a situation which is strictly transphysical; it is in fact metaphysical. Its 
intellectual formula is precisely the problem of contemporary philosophy.
73
 
Shortly after, Zubiri left the University, never to return. He began to take selected 
students privately through his cursos or seminars. It was some considerable time later, in 
1962, that Ellacuría became integrated into these classes. At about that time in what is 
considered to be Zubiri’s mature period, he published his major work Sobre la esencia 
(On Essence), following his first Naturaleza, Historia, Dios (Nature, History God) in 
1944. The work constituted a complete rethinking of the concept of essence in the light of 
the entire history of philosophy and the development of science during the twentieth 
century. But it was in his seventies that he was prevailed upon to write his understanding 
of human intelligence, Inteligencia sentiente (Sentient Intelligence), which appeared in 
three volumes between 1980 and 1983. Ellacuría proved to be an important aid in the 
process, with Zubiri reticent to publish until his colleague had read each section and 
commented upon it. This in itself was difficult, given that Ellacuría was not without his 
own challenges, especially during the years following the assassination of Archbishop 
Romero. Nevertheless the two periods of exile from El Salvador, afforded him the 
opportunity to meet Zubiri’s request. Zubiri died within months of the work’s publication, 
                                                 
73 Xavier Zubiri, Nature, History, God (Washington D.C.: Catholic University of America Press, 
1980), 29, trans. Thomas Fowler from Naturaleza, Historia, Dios (Madrid: Editora Nacional, 1963, 1981), 
quoted in Burke S.J., ibid., 28. 
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Ellacuría at the time attending the Society of Jesus General Congregation XXXII in 
Rome. Even after Zubiri’s death, he continued to edit and publish two more of Zubiri’s 
works; El hombre y Dios (Man and God) in 1984 and Sobre el hombre (On Man) in 1986. 
In Zubiri, Ellacuría was able to find a mentor who “saw philosophy as a way to 
engage reality and to commit oneself to the demands of reality,”74 something that both 
men believed western philosophical idealism had impeded.
75
 In his getting close to reality, 
what appealed to Ellacuría about Zubiri was the latter’s insistence upon converting 
“philosophy into an authentic way of life, to make of theory a true mode of ethical 
existence.”76 He wrote in his assessment of Xavier Zubiri’s work soon after the 
philosopher’s death in 1983, 
Philosophy today needs to be in intense contact with reality, the broader and 
deeper, the better; as well as with a plurality of knowing, again so much better, 
the broader and deeper they are…Zubiri has attempted to conceive, to affirm and 
to think through the totality of real things as real; and has accordingly developed a 
special type of pure philosophy… But in having done so he has equipped us to 
transcend the strictly philosophical sphere. And this is so not simply because he 
                                                 
74 Burke S.J., ibid., 30. 
75 Lasalle-Klein, writes, “Ellacuría laments with Zubiri the apparent inability of modern Western 
philosophy, theology, and even political language to find ‘an adequate manner to face up to reality and 
realize the weight of it.’ He adopts Zubiri’s interpretation that this shortcoming both reflects and 
perpetuates the fact that a good deal of ‘modern philosophy is laboring under the affliction of idealism.’” 
Robert Lassalle-Klein, “Ignacio Ellacuría’s Debt to Xavier Zubiri: Critical Principles for a Latin American 
Philosophy and Theology of Liberation”, hereafter “Ignacio Ellacuría’s Debt to Xavier Zubiri,” in Love 
That Produces Hope, 89. 
76 Burke, S.J., The Ground Beneath the Cross, 30-31. These words go to the heart of what is 
common to both Zubiri and Ellacuría, grounded in their again common admiration for Socrates. See 
Ignacio Ellacuría, “Filosofía¿para qué?” EF III, (San Salvador, UCA, Editores, 2001), 115-131, first 
published in Abra, No. 11, (1976), 42-48, especially the section on Socrates. See also Antonio González, 
“Aproximación a Ellacuría,” ECA, No. 505-506, (1990), 979-989, especially the first section “la labor 
socrática como labor filosófica,” in English, “Assessing the Philosophical Achievement of Ignacio 
Ellacuría.”, the first section, “The Socratic task as the Task of Philosophy,” trans. Robert Lasalle-Klein in 
Love That Produces Hope, 74-75. 
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offers us a way of knowing that is close to things, a way forward for the world and 
for life, indeed a way to live, but rather because he helps us both materially and 
formally to interpret the world, and even further to transform it, ultimately 
illuminating other ways of knowing and acting.
77
 
Whilst Zubiri then was a philosopher of reality, fundamentally challenging the 
reductionism and escapism of philosophical idealism,
78
 the other side of the coin was also 
important: namely the manner in which he also challenged the closedness of historical 
materialism through his explicit theological openness to divine reality. This was reflected 
in his numerous writings upon creation, incarnation, the Trinity and the Eucharist, as well 
as the development of doctrine, but was most clearly reflected in the prominent place of 
the so called theologal in his work. In speaking of the theologal, Ellacuría wrote, 
When I refer to Zubiri as a theologal philosopher… I refer not to the philosopher 
who conceptually treats theological themes, but to the philosopher who through 
penetrating to the living essence of the human person, to his ultimate personal 
reality, finds there the very place where there appears the great enigma of God; 
                                                 
77 Ellacuría, “Aproximación a la obra completa de Xavier Zubiri,” EF III 370-371, first published 
in ECA, No. 421-422, (1983), 965-982, hereafter as “Aproximación a Xavier Zubiri.” Emphases are those 
of Ellacuría. Burke S.J. offers a slightly different translation, The Ground Beneath the Cross, 30. I have 
sought to emphasize the practical dimensions of Zubiri as understood by Ellacuría, translating the terms 
“saber,” “dirección” and “forma de vida” more dynamically as “a way of knowing,” “a way forward” and 
“a way to live.” In this text there is perhaps a little hyperbole as regards the question of transformation of 
the world, although clearly Zubiri did interpret it. In his article “Zubiri in El Salvador,” Ellacuría asks and 
answers the question as to why Zubiri appears not to have dealt with the issue of society and politics and 
even history as have others. He responds, “It is clear that Zubiri does not know Marx, in addition to the fact 
that his pathos is more of a clarifying nature than one that transforms, without this implying that one should 
forget his rejection through many long years of Franco and franquismo, in addition to his voluntary 
departure from the university when at least in the discipline of philosophy, it ceased from being a university 
in any real sense. That said, even recognizing that Zubiri never actually descended to the arena of politics, 
one cannot deny that his thought is useful for clarifying historical reality and for taking a critical position 
toward it,” EF III, 205, my translation. 
78 See Ellacuría, “La superación del reduccionismo idealista en Zubiri,” in EF III, 403-430, in 
ECA, No. 477, (1988), 633-650, hereafter “Reduccionismo en Zubiri,” first presented to the Congress of 
Philosophy, Ethics and Religión, in Donosita-San Sebastián between September 28th and October 3rd, 
1987 in the context of the Second Basque Congress. 
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and this implicated in the great enigma of the human person in his fundamental 
restlessness.
79
 
Resonating a little ‘Rahnerian’ perhaps – it should come as no surprise that Zubiri 
was interested in Rahner – Ellacuría qualifies further that this openness of Zubiri to the 
divine is never exclusively in the realm of the personal, but equally in society and history. 
Indeed, even “things” (cosas) bear a theologal dimension and it is precisely through this 
that there is made possible a religious encounter with God. In drawing from Zubiri in this 
way, Ellacuría was able to critically engage with secularism, maintaining historical 
reality’s genuine openness to the divine realm in general and to the soteriological, the 
meaning of salvation in particular. Further this openness was never for Ellacuría just a 
theoretical or conceptual tool against theoretical atheism, but more crucially against the 
horror of the practical atheism of the powerful ‘Catholic” elites of Central America, as 
they theologically rationalized their bloody anti-communist repression against the poor 
majorities of the region. 
What is striking to the perceptive observer about this alignment of Zubiri and 
Ellacuría is its curiosity. On the one hand, we have Zubiri the Spanish philosopher of 
reality who lived a quiet life; as Burke says, “the life of a contemplative, almost ascetical, 
philosophical recluse.”80 On the other, Ellacuría was a man of the polis,81 a philosopher 
                                                 
79 Ellacuría, “Zubiri, filósofo teologal,” written in acknowledging Zubiri’s reception of an 
honorary doctorate in theology from the University of Deusto in Bilbao in 1980, EF III, 271, first published 
in Vida Nueva, No. 1249, (1980), 45. 
80 Burke S.J., The Ground Beneath the Cross, 32. 
81Ibid. 
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of liberation. One could place this contrast into even more dramatic relief, by focusing 
not just upon the way each lived, but the way each died: one man in his bed at a ripe old 
age, the other violently, gunned-down in comparative youth. This leaves us with just one 
question before I begin to dig more deeply in the next chapter: namely what was different 
about these men in the way they appropriated the same philosophical tools? 
At base, context – time and location – shaped the difference in approach and 
method of each man even as together they enjoyed a shared vision. Zubiri’s thought when 
contrasted with European idealism, was a philosophy that in turning to reality tended 
toward the practical. Nevertheless Franco’s Spain was still Europe, and when all is said 
and done Zubiri’s thought was immersed in the philosophical debates of that continent, 
albeit a la manera española. In contrast, upon his return to El Salvador, Ellacuría found 
himself immersed in a very different context, place and time. In El Salvador, not only 
philosophy’s content changed, but even its point of reference and function. Instead of the 
practical Zubirian construct of reality as “intra-mundane metaphysics” where “all of 
intra-mundane reality constitutes a single complex and differentiated physical unity,” 
Ellacuría focused attention upon the more praxis oriented “historical reality,” which in 
the concrete traumatic circumstances of El Salvador, became a philosophy of liberation.
82
 
                                                 
82 Ellacuría used to say, “What is essential is to dedicate oneself philosophically to the most 
complete integral liberation…of our peoples and of persons; the constitution of a philosophy will then 
come about by addition. Here too the cross will become life…” Ellacuría, “Función liberadora de la 
filosofía,” EP I, 118, first published in ECA, No. 435-436, (1985), 45-64, hereafter as “Función liberadora.” 
Cited by Antonio González, in “Aproximación a la obra filosófica de Ignacio Ellacuría” in ECA, Nos.505-
506 (1990), 979-989, hereafter “Aproximación a Ignacio Ellacuría,” cited in English in “Assessing the 
Philosophical Achievement of Ignacio Ellacuría” in Love that Produces Hope, 85. I have adopted Lasalle-
Klein’s translation. 
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As Burke so clearly articulates, the emphasis shifted from “practical philosophy to praxis, 
from a theory about action to action informed by theory.”83 Antonio González articulates 
this altogether fundamental nuance accordingly, 
Ellacuría was a philosopher in the full sense of the word, although perhaps not in 
the usual sense…In a well-known work on Socrates, Xavier Zubiri pointed out 
that the great contribution of Socrates to the history of philosophy does not 
consist of a specific thesis that can be attributed to him, nor even the fact that 
Socrates, contrary to the “naturalist” philosophers who preceded him, had 
proposed human life and the world of ethics as the proper objects of philosophy. 
Rather his originality resides in having turned philosophy into a style of authentic 
human life, in having fashioned from theory a truly ethical form of existence. 
Perhaps, the Socratic model of doing philosophy and of being a philosopher 
should be the first key for approaching the work of Ignacio Ellacuría. 
Paraphrasing Zubiri, we could draw a parallel to Socrates, saying that what 
distinguishes the intellectual labor of Ignacio Ellacuría does not consist so much 
in his having placed the historical praxis of liberation at the center of his 
philosophical reflections, but rather in his having made of philosophy a 
constitutive element of an existence dedicated to liberation.
84
 
Ignacio Ellacuría’s Literary and Human Legacy 
I have spoken of the Ellacuría who was influenced and shaped by others. Surely 
his writings and his life cannot be understood in isolation from them. I have however 
been at pains to suggest that there was an Ellacuría who was more than the apparent sum 
of the several parts quickened by others, an Ellacuría who very definitely existed in his 
own right, who in one way or another stood alone. In this sense, his work, especially his 
later contributions constitute something uniquely his. This ‘breaking out’ really began in 
                                                 
83 Burke S.J., The Ground Beneath the Cross, 32. 
84 González, “Aproximación a Ignacio Ellacuría”, 980, in English, “Assessing the Philosophical 
Achievement of Ignacio Ellacuría,” trans. Lasalle-Klein, in Love that Produces Hope, 74. Italics are those 
of the author, González. I have adopted Lasalle Klein’s translation; quoted by Whitfield, 203-204. 
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his so-called ‘second phase’ (1964-1975), which while still focused upon Zubiri and 
issues dealing with philosophical matters, also included the writing and publication of 
articles that increasingly had to do with social, economic and political themes. Moreover 
it was in the early 1970s that he began to engage with liberation thought that itself was 
only beginning to emerge.
85
 
By 1975, whilst still engaged in his philosophical work, Ellacuría increasingly 
turned his attention to theology, while continuing with his social writings. Burke quite 
correctly refers to two articles that were and remain outstanding: one, concerning the 
philosophical foundations of theological method,
86
 and the other, an article including a 
                                                 
85 See Burke S.J. The Ground Beneath the Cross, 33-35. This short section is most helpful in 
providing a summary of the three stages of Ellacuría’s literary history: the early phase, 1956-1964, the 
second phase, 1964-1975, and the mature phase, 1975-1989. The second phase’s philosophical concerns 
were reflected in pieces such as “Antropología de Xavier Zubiri”, EF II, 71-148, “La historicidad del 
hombre en Xavier Zubiri,” EF II, 199-284, “La idea de filosofía en Xavier Zubiri,” EF II, 365-444, “La 
idea de estructura en la filosofía de Zubiri,” and “Introducción crítica a la antropología filosófica de 
Zubiri,” EF II, 555-664. The more critical social themes in this period include,“Filosofía y política,” ECA, 
No. 284, (1972), 373-385, in EP:93-121,, “Seguridad social y solidaridad humana: aproximación filosófica 
al fenómeno de la seguridad social,” ECA, No. 253, (1969), 357-366, “Los derechos humanos 
fundamentales y su limitación legal y política,” ECA, No. 254-255, (1969), 435-449, in EP I, 501-520, 
trans. Phillip Berryman as “Fundamental Human Rights and the Legal and Political Restrictions Placed on 
Them,” in John J.Hassett and Hugh Lacey eds., Toward a Society that Serves Its People: The Intellectual 
Contribution of El Salvador’s Murdered Jesuits, (Washington D.C.: Georgetown University Press,1991), 
91-104, “Un marco teórica-valorativo de la reforma agrarian,” ECA, No. 297-298, (1973), 443-457, in EP I, 
567-586, and “Aspectos éticos del problema poblacional,” ECA, No. 310-311, (1974), 565-592. Concerning 
liberation theology, see Ignacio Ellacuría, Teología política,(San Salvador, Ediciones del Secretariado 
Social Interdiocesano, 1973), hereafter as TP, in English, Freeedom Made Flash: The Mission of Christ 
and His Church, trans. by John Drury (New York, Maryknoll: Orbis, 1976), hereafter as FMF. 
86 Ellacuría, “Hacia una fundamentación del método teológico latinoamericano,” in E. Ruiz 
Maldonado ed., Liberación y cautiverio: Debates en torno al método de la teología en América Latina 
(Mexico City, August 11-15, 1975), 609-635, in ET I, 187-218, first published in ECA no. 322-323, (1975), 
409-425, hereafter as “Hacia”. Also “Tesis sobre la posibilidad, necesidad y sentido de una teología 
latinoamericana,” in Teología y mundo contemporaneo: Homenaje a Karl Rahner en su 70 cumpleaños, 
(Ediciones Cristiandad, 1975), 325-350, hereafter as “Tesis sobre teología”. 
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number of theses concerning the possibility, necessity and meaning of a Latin American 
theology, which he contributed to a festschrift in honor of Rahner’s seventieth birthday. 
From this time until his death in 1989, Ellacuría’s work became increasingly 
interdisciplinary in nature, and his thinking led to writing that transparently reflected this 
path. While aiding in Zubiri’s preparation for publication of the text Inteligencia 
sentiente, he also wrote the rough draft of his Filosofía de la realidad histórica
87
 and a 
number of other pieces upon Zubiri’s broad project. Not long after, during arguably the 
most intense years of El Salvador’s constant civil conflict, he produced numerous articles 
on the national situation
88
 and perhaps most significantly, a series of theological articles 
arising from concerns about the church, its commitment to the Gospel and connection to 
society; several of these being published under the title Conversión de la Iglesia al Reino 
de Dios.
89
 Others were published in a volume on the church and popular movements in El 
Salvador.
90
 Finally the project that remained particularly dear to his heart – especially 
                                                 
87 Ellacuría, Filosofía de la realidad histórica, (San Salvador: UCA Editores, 1990), hereafter as 
FRH. Mimeographed versions of it were distributed to his students for philosophy classes, but it was never 
actually published in his lifetime. Antonio González edited the original manuscript for publication in 1990. 
88 See the three volumes of EP. As Burke says, of the ninety-eight articles written by Ellacuría 
dedicated to social and political analysis, “all but fourteen were written between 1979 and 1989,” Burke, 
S.J., The Ground Beneath the Cross, 41-42, n.62. 
89 Ellacuría, Conversión de la Iglesia al Reino de Dios: para anunciarlo y realizarlo en la historia, 
(San Salvador: UCA Editores/Sal Terrae, 1984), hereafter as CIRD. 
90 O. Romero, A. Rivera y Damas, I.Ellacuría, J. Sobrino, and T. Campos, Iglesia de los pobres y 
organizaciones populares (San Salvador, UCA Editores, 1979). Burke cites some other significant articles; 
“Iglesia y realidad histórica,” ET II, 501-516, first presented to a conference of the Ecclesiastical 
Commission of Church History of Latin America (CEHILA) and published in ECA, No. 331, (1976), 213-
220, “La Iglesia de los pobres, sacramento histórico de liberación,” ET II, 454-485, CIRD, 179-216, and 
Mysterium liberationis, II, (San Salvador, UCA Editores, 1991), 127-154, first published in ECA, No. 348-
349, (1977), 707-722, in English, trans. Margaret Wilde “Church of the Poor, Historical Sacrament of 
Liberation, Mysterium Liberationis: Fundamental Concepts of Liberation Theology, (New York, 
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after 1984 when liberation theology increasingly fell under suspicion due to the attacks of 
the Vatican – was the mounting of a defense of liberation thought through a theological 
dictionary, along the lines of Rahner’s Sacramentum Mundi. The work, Mysterium 
Liberationis was published several years subsequent to his death, including four of his 
most compelling articles. 
Ignacio Ellacuría’s literary legacy was extraordinary, but the final word does not 
and cannot lie with his writings alone, since there was more to him than this. This ‘more’ 
included his powerful synthesis of the human and the Christian, his own particular 
transformative praxis committed to humanizing El Salvador through “taking the crucified 
down from their crosses” and finally his death, his assassination, his martyrdom – the 
ultimate witness to life. Gustavo Gutiérrez writes, 
In the face of the horrors of those years, Ignacio used to say with shock and pain, 
‘Here in El Salvador, life is worthless.’ These words unfortunately also fit other 
places on our continent that is called a continent of hope, but that, at the same 
time, continues to be a continent of suffering where human dignity doesn’t count 
for much. Nevertheless, we have to say that Ignacio’s own testimony is the 
clearest refutation of his statement. The lives of those men and women must have 
been worth a lot if someone like him, his friends and so many others, gave up 
their own lives for the lives of those who could not attain the respect of others. 
…Such an existence is always a source of life. It nourishes thinking that in turn 
                                                                                                                                                 
Maryknoll: Orbis, 1994), 543-564, “La teología como momento ideológico de la praxis ecclesial,” ET, I, 
163-186, first published in Estudios Eclesiásticos, No. 207, (1978), 457-476, hereafter “La teología como 
praxis,” “Historicidad de la salvación cristiana,” ET I, 535-596,, ML I, 1991, 323-372, first published in 
Revista Latinoamericana de Teología, No. I (1984), 5-45, hereafter RLT, in English, trans. Margaret Wilde, 
as “The Historicity of Christian Salvation,” MLT, 251-289, “Utopía y profetismo desde América Latina: un 
ensayo concreto de soterología histórica,” ET II, 233-294, Mysterium Liberationis I, 393-442, first 
published in RLT, No. 17, (1989), 141-184, hereafter as “Utopía y profetismo,” in English, trans. James 
Brockman as “Utopia and Prophecy in Latin America,” MLT, 289-328, “Historia de la salvación,” ET I, 
597-628, first published in RLT, No. 28, (1993), 3-25 and with minor differences as “Salvación en la 
historia,” in C Floristán, and J.J. Tamayo, eds. Conceptos fundamentales del cristianismo (Madrid, 
Editorial Trotta, 1993), 1252- 1274. 
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deepens faith and hope in the death and resurrection of Jesus. Ignacio and those 
with whom he died could not have evoked this more powerfully.
91
 
                                                 
91 Gutiérrez, “No One Takes My Life from Me: I Give It Freely,” trans. James B. Nickoloff in 
Love That Produces Hope, 72. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: 
THE CHALLENGE AND PURPOSE OF PHILOSOPHY: 
FACING UP TO REALITY: XAVIER ZUBIRI 
As no other philosophy born beyond the shores of Latin 
America, as an answer to historical and cultural moments 
distinct from our own, Zubiri’s philosophy is the 
philosophy that Latin America needs. It may serve to build 
a genuinely Latin American philosophy because it has 
critical and systematic characteristics that are extremely 
useful for the task. Amongst these are the following: its 
realist-sensory understanding of intelligence, its location of 
being and sense in reality (my italics), its physical-realist 
interpretation of metaphysics, the way of conceiving the 
human person as material essence but at the same moment 
open; a material interpretation of history. 
Ignacio Ellacuría
1
 
Central to Ellacuría’s appreciation of Zubiri was the latter’s philosophical 
connectedness to material reality, his attempt “to come as close as possible, intellectually, 
to the reality of things.”2 While Zubiri did not appropriate Marx,3 nor engage in the 
political arena as such, Ellacuría judged Zubiri’s thought to be eminently useful for 
clarifying historical reality and taking a critical position toward it. Indeed it is this 
fundamental concern that philosophy must turn toward reality and away from what they 
                                                 
1 Ignacio Ellacuría, “Zubiri en El Salvador,” in EF III, 206, first published in ECA, Nos. 361-362, 
(1978), 949-950 entitled “Filosofía en España.” It also appeared with a modification toward the end in the 
journal Ya (December 14th, 1978), my translation. 
2 Ellacuría, “Reduccionismo en Zubiri,” EF III, 419. 
3 Ellacuría, “Zubiri en El Salvador,” EF III, 205. 
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understood to be its traditional preoccupation with the detached, unanchored human 
subject that was common to both Zubiri and Ellacuría. 
Philosophy’s Detachment from the Real 
For Xavier Zubiri modern Western philosophy has suffered in one form or 
another from the curse of idealism in that it has failed to face up adequately to reality.
4
 
From René Descartes’s dictum cogito ergo sum5 to Immanuel Kant’s more moderate but 
nevertheless decisive turn to the human subject, through the so-called “Copernican 
                                                 
4 Ellacuría, “Reduccionismo en Zubiri,” EF III, 403. The actual words include not just the idea of 
“facing up to reality” (enfrentarse con la realidad), but also “realizing the weight of reality.” This term is 
Kevin F. Burke’s translation of the Spanish hacerse cargo de la realidad. Ellacuría uses it in various ways, 
sometimes meant as the so-called “noetic” moment of what it means to face up to reality followed by the 
ethical “shouldering the weight of reality” (el cargar con la realidad) and finally the praxic “taking charge 
of the weight of reality” (el encargarse de la realidad), Burke, The Ground Beneath The Cross, 100. 
However it is also used as a sort of summary of all three moments. In this sense the key notion is a “caring 
for reality,” the term actually used by David I. Gandolfo in his doctoral dissertation, “Human Essence, 
History and Liberation: Karl Marx and Ignacio Ellacuría on Being Human,” 223. Teresa Whitfield explains 
the grounding of the three terms in the common Spanish word cargo. She writes, “the three phrases play on 
the noun cargo, in Spanish a physical load, a duty or accusation, and its related verbs, cargar and 
encargarse, to develop distinctions in the different forms in which the human intelligence should 
apprehend reality if it is to be fully human in that apprehension,” Whitfield, Paying the Price, 205. 
5 Descartes’s cogito ergo sum, “I think therefore I am,” in his Principles of Philosophy concerned 
his fundamental skepticism about what the human subject can know at all apart from his immediate 
existence. It was however Descartes’s later “Meditations on First Philosophy,” often referred to as the 
“cogito” reasoning that underscored and elaborated the point with the argument that only through the 
rational constructs from the mind, ignoring the senses as a reliable source of knowledge, can the human 
subject know anything at all about the exterior world. See The Philosophical Writings of Descartes, J. 
Cottingham, R. Stoothoff, D. Murdoch and A. Kenny, Vol. 3 only, (Cambridge, Cambridge University 
Press, 1984). The Meditations appears in Vol. 2. For a good and brief analysis of the Meditations see, Janet 
Broughton, “René Descartes: Meditations on First Philosophy,” in Central Works of Philosophy: The 
Seventeenth and Eighteenth Centuries Vol. 2, ed. John Shand, (Chesham Bucks, Acumen, 2005), 15-36, 
also J. Broughton’s impressive, Descartes’s Method of Doubt (Princeton and Oxford: Princeton University 
Press, 2002) and Antonio González’s primer Introducción a la práctica de la filosofía: texto de iniciación, 
(San Salvador, UCA Editores, 2006), 50. 
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revolution,”6 the human subject became almost the exclusive point of reference, but not 
as “located within reality but rather constitutive of reality; and solely through his 
intelligibility.”7 In not facing up to reality, modern philosophy has fallen into 
reductionism, failing to comprehend and interpret the human being within reality, and in 
so doing failing to understand what the human really is. While for Kant the three 
fundamental questions, “What can I know? What should I do? What may I hope for?” 
                                                 
6 The term “Copernican revolution” was derived from Nicolaus Copernicus’s theory that 
overturned the traditional idea that the sun revolves around the earth. Copernicus held that the apparent 
movement of a heavenly body has to do with the earth’s own motion relative to it. In like manner Kant held 
that he intended to shift the traditional perspective on the relation of the knowing subject (the mind) and the 
objects of knowledge. Previously, Kant held, philosophers had believed that objects exist in a mind-
independent manner, meaning that they have an absolute existence independent of any possible human 
experience of them. Accordingly knowledge was thought to consist in our beliefs and perceptions 
corresponding and conforming to the way objects really are in themselves. Kant argued that such an 
assumption; that knowledge has to conform to the absolutely independent constitution of objects, leads to 
problems, since there opens up an unbridgeable epistemological gap between the subject (the knower) and 
the object, in that we can never be sure that our concepts or perceptions really do accurately map onto the 
object. In essence the problem is that things may appear to us, either perceptually or conceptually in ways 
that are different from the way they really are. Kant’s response to this is essentially to propose that rather 
than knowledge having to conform to objects, objects have to conform to certain a priori epistemological 
conditions of the mind. This suggestion implies that what it means to be an object is in some sense 
antecedently dependent on the subject for whom it is an object. Likewise with the Copernican revolution: 
what thinkers had previously attributed to features of the world are in fact features of us. Alasdair 
MacIntyre puts it this way: “Experience is not mere passive reception of impressions; it is the active 
grasping and comprehension of perceptions, and without the concepts and categories by means of which we 
order and understand perceptions, it would be formless and meaningless. ‘Concepts without perceptions are 
empty; perceptions without concepts are blind.’” Alasdair MacIntyre, A Short History of Ethics: A History 
of Moral Philosophy from the Homeric Age to the Twentieth Century, (Notre Dame,Indiana: University of 
Notre Dame Press, 1998), 190-191. Also see Immanuel Kant, The Cambridge Edition of the Works of 
Immanuel Kant: The Critique of Pure Reason, trans. and ed. Paul Guyer and Allen Wood, (Cambridge and 
New York: Cambridge University Press, 1998); Paul Guyer, Kant and the Claims of Knowledge 
(Cambridge and New York: Cambridge University Pres, 1987) and P.F. Strawson, The Bounds of Sense: An 
Essay on Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason (London: Methuen, 1966). 
7 Ellacuría, “La nueva obra de Zubiri: Inteligencia sentiente,” EF III, 307, first published in 
“Razón y fe,” No. 995, (1981), 126-139 and reprinted in X. Zubiri, Siete ensayos de antropología 
filosófica, ed. G. Marquinez Argote, (Bogotá: Usta, 1982), 191-210, hereafter “La nueva obra de Zubiri.” 
The implications of this are myriad, but crucial is the idea that to apprehend something is to apprehend that 
“it is”; in other words that it is the same to think or know as to be - “es lo mismo pensar que ser,” 
“Reduccionismo en Zubiri,” EF III, 404, Xavier Zubiri, Inteligencia sentiente: Inteligencia y realidad, 
(Madrid, Alianza Editorial, Fundación Xavier Zubiri, 1998), 116, hereafter Inteligencia sentiente. I shall 
refer to this point of Zubiri’s in the following pages. 
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reflected the fundamental nature of the turn to the human subject, for Zubiri the search 
had to be grounded, summed up by Ellacuría as “What is reality? In what does knowing 
consist? What access to God might there be?”8 Elsewhere, Ellacuría confirms Zubiri’s 
prioritization of reality and the place of the human subject within it, when he writes, 
The classical Kantian questions, what can I know, what should I do and what can 
I hope for, are summed up in but just one, what is the human. Nevertheless, one 
would have to add what is the human in reality, since only then could we 
understand what the human really is.
9
 
Now in coming to these conclusions, Zubiri believed that the problem had not 
simply begun with modern philosophical idealism, but had been born within the classical 
tradition itself: notably from Parmenides and the idealistic Platonic and Neoplatonic 
schools, but also somewhat counter-intuitively, from the so-called realist approaches of 
Aristotelianism and medieval scholasticism.
10
 But how exactly did this happen? Put 
simply the ground of such reductionism had to do with the separation of knowing from 
sensing. Once this occurred, suggests Zubiri, idealism became inevitable, since ideas 
were detached from a direct encounter with reality. Accordingly Zubiri argues, 
What is intellection about? Throughout its history philosophy has attended at 
great length to acts of intellection (conceiving an idea, judging etc.) as opposed to 
real and distinct data that the senses provide us. One thing, it is said, is sensing, 
                                                 
8 Ellacuría, “La nueva obra de Zubiri,” 307. I have followed the translation of Burke, The Ground 
Beneath the Cross, 44 in his most helpful discussion of Zubiri’s intention and purpose. This priority for 
reality is again argued in Ellacuría’s “Hacia una fundamentación del método teológico latinoamericano,” 
ET I, 187-218, originally in ECA, 323-324 (1975), 409-425. 
9 Ellacuría, “Filosofía ¿para qué?” EF III, 123, my translation; also cited in Burke S.J. Ibid. 
10 Ellacuría writes, “With this (modern Western philosophy’s orientation to considering the human 
subject as constitutive of reality) what has been done has been the carrying over of the idealist roots of 
philosophy that were hidden in the classical theory of intelligence from Parmenides, Plato and Aristotle,” 
Ellacuría, “La nueva obra de Zubiri,” EF III, 307, my translation. 
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intellection another. This approach to the problem of intelligence contains in the 
final analysis an affirmation: intellection is subsequent to sensing, and this 
subsequent-ness amounts to an opposition or dichotomy. Beginning with 
Parmenides, this was the initial thesis of philosophy that has in a thousand 
different ways persistently weighed down upon all of European philosophy.
11
 
Zubiri held that such idealism led to a reduction of our encounter with reality, to a 
sort of second order pondering of ideas about reality. The point was not that this second 
order of thought was without value but rather that it was mistaken in its assumption that 
this pondering was as close as one could get to reality.
12
 
Zubiri continues that this divorce between intellection and sensing has produced 
two “distortions,”13 the “logification of intelligence” and the “entification of reality.” 
                                                 
11 Zubiri, Inteligencia sentiente: Inteligencia y realidad, (Madrid, Alianza Editorial, Fundación 
Xavier Zubiri, 1998), 11-12, my translation, hereafter Inteligencia sentiente. See also Robert Lassalle-
Klein’s translation in “Ignacio Ellacuría’s Debt to Xavier Zubiri,” in Love That Produces Hope, 89. The 
question of terminology and just how Zubiri’s terminology may be best translated is a difficult issue and for 
that reason requires a note at this juncture as I progress into discussion in the next few pages about 
“sentient intelligence.” In his work Zubiri uses various Spanish words to denote human knowing. The most 
appropriated term, the verb inteligir has however no direct English equivalent. The noun form of the verb 
intelección is quite workable as an English neologism “intellection,” but the problem does not end there, 
since the attempt to translate inteligir as variously “to intellectualize” or to “intelligize,” as Burke correctly 
concludes, are “awkward.” Burke’s appropriation of the verb “apprehend” I concur is the best possibility 
for it goes to the essence of what Zubiri claims that the intellect in the first instance actually does. See 
Burke S.J. The Ground Beneath the Cross, 68, n.8. 
12 The issue here is that much of the Western philosophical tradition has located reality either 
totally outside the subject (Plato and most materialisms) or totally inside the subject (rationalism). For 
Zubiri and indeed Ellacuría, this manner of conceptualizing things remains grounded in dualistic constructs 
such as body/soul, subject/object, abstract/concrete. In such conceptualizations, reality has been placed at 
one of the poles whilst the other becomes reduced to an illusion or mere reflection of the real. Zubiri and 
Ellacuría in effect overcome these dualisms by affirming that human persons in virtue of their constitutive 
properties or “notes” find themselves installed in reality and intellection is born in reality, not having to get 
to reality. In other words one need not be concerned with constructing connections between subject and 
object, body and soul, the abstract and the concrete in order to arrive at reality. See Luis Alvarenga, 
“Fundamentos filosóficos de la crítica Ellacuriana al movimiento revolucionario,” Realidades, No. 83, 
(2001), 736. 
13 The term used by Lassalle-Klein, ibid., 90. 
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By the former, he refers to the process whereby idealist reductionism has 
progressively subsumed other aspects of intelligence into what the mind as logos, in other 
words, the judgment making functions of the mind, predicate about the object. Put in an 
alternative way, the logification of intelligence has given priority to the logical-mental 
structures over the real structures.
14
 Accordingly, by highlighting only part of intelligence 
– logos and reason – the overall work of the intelligence has become distorted, so that 
mental constructs end up receiving priority over reality. The result of this distortion, has 
been then the loss of an otherwise deeper appreciation of other sources of knowing, 
                                                 
14 See Samour. In its entirety he writes, “By logification of the intelligence, is understood the 
rational process whereby upon reducing intelligence to the pure dimensions of logos and reason, one ends 
up giving priority to the logical-mental structures over the real structures,” Voluntad de liberación, 47, my 
translation. Crucial here is the idea that to apprehend something is to apprehend that it is”; in other words 
that it is the same to think or know as to be - “es lo mismo pensar que ser” – “Reduccionismo en Zubiri,” 
EF III, 404, from Zubiri, Inteligencia sentiente, 116. Burke for his part provides a good summary of the 
way in which both Descartes and Kant fell victims to the error of intelligence’s logification, drawing from 
Ellacuría’s “Reduccionismo en Zubiri,” 405-406. He writes, Descartes, “[L]ike Parmenides… failed to 
clearly distinguish reality and concept. Instead he virtually identified them. Even more importantly he 
brought this identification to bear on the analysis of human consciousness itself. In this way, he implicitly 
equated mental acts and the conceptualizations of those acts. Kant under the impact of Hume recognized 
that this identification was uncritical and problematic. He attempted to resolve the ensuing dilemma via his 
masterful series of critiques. For this reason he serves as Zubiri’s most important interlocutor in 
Inteligencia sentiente. However even Kant failed to address the problem in all its radicality,” Burke S.J. 
The Ground Beneath the Cross, 45-46. Following on from Burke’s point; as Ellacuría pointed out, Zubiri’s 
criticism of Kant is not that Kant enters into a critique of reason as such, but rather that he assumed that 
there existed an “indisputable science” that could serve as a model of knowing. Zubiri’s point is that the act 
of intellection as “given in its unity and not separated into its sensible and intellective components,” stands 
prior to knowing, regardless of how critical it might be. Ellacuría, “Reduccionismo en Zubiri,” EF III, 406, 
my translation. Lee puts it succinctly; “While Zubiri acknowledges that an investigation of reality might 
require some concept of knowing, he refuses the idea that this concept of knowledge must necessarily 
precede. Rather than accepting the Kantian starting point of critique, Zubiri counters that no investigation 
of knowledge could be completed without a concept of reality either. In this rhetorical reversal lies the 
heart of Zubiri’s philosophical project: to overcome the dangerous effects he sees stemming from the 
separation of sense and intellect in the western philosophical tradition,” Michael E. Lee, “Bearing the 
Weight of Salvation: The Soteriology of Ignacio Ellacuría, (New York, Herder & Herder, Crossroad, 2009, 
44, hereafter Bearing the Weight of Salvation. 
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especially the reduction of sense-based forms of knowledge to the status of no more than 
mere sense data. 
Turning to the “entification of reality”, Zubiri refers to the reduction of what he 
calls reality to a form or sub-category of being. He writes, 
Classical philosophy has addressed the problem of being from the perspective of 
what I have called conceiving intelligence. Intellection is “understanding”; and 
understanding is intellection that something “is” (es). This was the primary thesis 
of Parmenides…Later grounded in Parmenides, both Plato and Aristotle 
continued to subsume the act of intellection to the work of the logos. This is 
what…I have called a logification of the intelligence. But it is something else as 
well, for it is assumed that what has been intelligibly apprehended is “being” (ser). 
And this implies that reality is just a form of being, though certainly its 
fundamental form…In other words reality is formally being-as-an-entity (ente): 
reality has the character of an entity. This is what I call the entification of reality. 
And in this way, the logification of intellection and the entification of reality 
intrinsically converge. This “is” of intellection consists in an affirmation, and the 
“is” that is conceived by intellection has the character of an entity. This 
convergence (between the act and the object of intellection) has largely framed 
the path of European philosophy.
15
 
According to Zubiri then, these two orientations have effectively worked in the 
same direction toward the same end, confirming the ongoing separation between sensing 
and knowing. As already mentioned, the logification of intelligence has prioritized the 
subjective logical-mental structures over the real structures, while the “entification of 
                                                 
15 Zubiri, Inteligencia sentiente, 224-225. I have adopted the translation of Lassalle-Klein, 
“Ignacio Ellacuría’s Debt to Xavier Zubiri,” Love That Produces Hope, 94. Ellacuría develops the 
explanation of the way in which these two idealist distortions have played out. He writes, “Clearly this 
logification of intelligence and its corresponding entification of reality have been conceptualized differently 
by the diverse idealisms, conceptualisms or critical realisms. With difficulty for example, would Zubiri 
allow that Aristotle’s thought is the same sort of idealism as Hegel’s, Plato’s as Kant’s, Husserl’s as 
Heidegger’s; still further he would shun for reasons of both neatness and rigor, branding all these currents 
with the same label of idealism, as philosophical materialism does. That said, he would maintain that many 
philosophies do indeed coincide in the adoption of the two distortions – the logification of intelligence and 
the entification of reality – or at least this double orientation in a thousand different ways, does weigh down 
upon them,” “Reduccionismo en Zubiri,” EF III, 404-405, my translation. 
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reality” has led to a displacement of reality in philosophical thought in favor of being; in 
other words, reality has become a mere subset of being.
16
 The result has been that the 
                                                 
16 Samour writes accordingly, “The entification of reality does not consist simply in that being has 
been reduced to a thing or entity, or to an entity in which there has been a centuries-old forgetting of being 
(Heidegger), but rather in that ‘from Parmenides until today entity and being have displaced reality in 
philosophy so that philosophy has ceased to be what it must be, and human beings - intellectuals or not - 
are distracted from the demands of reality toward the possible illusions of being where being is not shown 
as rooted in reality’,” Voluntad de liberación, 47, my translation. Ellacuría in the first half of 
“Reduccionismo en Zubiri,” EF III, 404-430, fills-out his analysis of Zubiri’s attack upon the reductionism 
of the numerous strains of European philosophy. Especially interesting is the discussion concerning 
Heidegger and Husserl: both crucial influences upon Zubiri. Concerning Heidegger, Ellacuría points out 
that despite Zubiri’s appreciation for Heidegger’s distinction between “being- as- an- entity (ente) and 
being itself (ser), which suggests that one strictly cannot speak of an entification of reality in Heidegger, 
even this distinction is insufficient in that it still “proceeds via the path of being and loses its grounding in 
reality,” in effect an ontologization of reality. “Reduccionismo en Zubiri,” EF III, 412. What appears to be 
central to Zubiri’s criticism of Heidegger is that while the latter rejects philosophy’s tendency to assert a 
substance ontology, in other words to make a substance out of being, he, (Heidegger) nevertheless does 
precisely that with “being itself” since “for Heidegger “things are things in and through being; for this 
reason they are entities,” Lassalle-Klein, “Ignacio Ellacuría’s Debt to Xavier Zubiri,” in Love That 
Produces Hope, 96. Antonio González furnishes a good historical explanation for Zubiri’s rejection of 
Heidegger, taking the problem back behind the subject to theological antiquity. He writes, “Characteristic 
of post-Hellenic philosophy for Zubiri is not the idea of subject, but instead thinking about being from 
nothing. This is what Zubiri refers to as ‘the horizon of nihility’. It is about a horizon that arises from 
creation theology and which introduces into Western thought the question of why does being exist rather 
than nothing. Precisely because being is thought about from nothingness, philosophy after Augustine 
sought truth not in things but in God as the reason of things. The human being remained isolated from the 
universe and extrinsically tipped toward God. At the end of the middle Ages due to voluntarism in the idea 
of creation, the continuity between our reason and the reason of the Creator became problematic; the 
human being remaining isolated not only from the universe but also from God. In this manner, the human 
being was converted into a subject who would have to reconstruct from himself the whole truth of the 
universe. In this sense, Zubiri does not interpret Descartes as the initiator of modern philosophy, but rather 
Augustine. Further, the end of modern philosophy would not be located in Heidegger’s criticism of the 
metaphysics of subjectivity. Precisely because Heidegger as much as Sartre, continue thinking about being 
as from nothing both are situated by Zubiri in the horizon of modern philosophy, in the horizon of nihility, 
that in the final analysis, its representatives wishing it or not, continues to be a horizon caused by the 
theological idea of creation.” González, “Eregnis y actualidad,” http://www.praxeologia.org/eregnis.html, 
56, (accessed June 28th, 2011). Concerning Husserl who as mentioned in chapter 3 also shaped Zubiri but 
with whom Zubiri disagrees, the problem is that Husserl interprets essence as meaning, which has nothing 
to do with empirical realities; he illegitimately prioritizes meaning over reality. As an eidetic unity of 
meaning, essence rests on itself as an absolute, independent and separate world of being from the world of 
empirical reality. Zubiri challenges this and Ellacuría explains, “For Zubiri on the other hand, what 
primarily occurs in acts of consciousness…is a reactualization not of ‘meaning’ but of a physical act that is 
also an intellectual actualization. Therefore essence is not an eidetic unity of meaning, but rather something 
realized as an intrinsic and formal moment of the thing, as ‘a structural eidos of things,’ ‘a structural eidos 
of reality.’ Thus ‘each and every essence is an essence of a thing, and is by no means independent of 
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depth of reality, its openness and its possibilities have been lost, because reality has 
become effectively objectified, thing-i-fied, reduced. The result has been a going-off-
course, a turning-away-from, and a deviation from the practical demands of reality to the 
possible illusions concerning isolated, detached being. In short, for Zubiri, the point is not 
to ignore being, but rather to establish the correct order of things: namely that being is to 
be rooted in reality, not reality in being.
17
 
Zubiri’s Turn to Reality 
Philosophy’s Apprehension of Reality through Sentient Intelligence 
If philosophy has effectively avoided reality, how then can it be rethought so as to 
face up to it? Putting it simply, Zubiri overcomes the logification of intelligence through 
asserting the nature and function of sentient intellection. Still further he counters reality’s 
entification by insisting upon the real as real. I begin with one of Zubiri’s frequently 
quoted statements: 
It is impossible to hold that there is an intrinsic priority of knowing over reality or 
of reality over knowing. Knowing and reality are at their very root strictly and 
rigorously co-determining. There is no priority of one over the other. And 
this…due to the instrinsic and formal condition of the very idea of reality and 
knowing. Reality is the formal character - the formality (formalidad) – according 
to which that which is apprehended remains something ‘in its own right’ (en 
propio), something ‘of itself’ (de suyo). To know then is to apprehend something 
                                                                                                                                                 
empirical reality,” “Reduccionismo en Zubiri,” EF III, 413. I have adopted here the translation of Lasalle-
Klein, “Ignacio Ellacuría’s Debt to Xavier Zubiri,” in Love That Produces Hope, 97. 
17 Ellacuría’s statement is precisely this: “To root being in reality and not reality in being is one of 
the fundamental purposes of Zubirian philosophy,” ibid., 637, my translation. 
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according to this formality… Accordingly, the presumed prior-ness (anterioridad) 
of knowing over reality; that is over the known, is nothing more than a sort of 
prudish vacillation in the early stages of philosophizing. It is as if someone who 
wanted to open a door, were to spend hours studying the movement of the 
muscles of the hand. In so doing, it would be unlikely that the door would ever be 
opened.
18
 
To the question why there is no priority of knowing over reality or reality over 
knowing, Zubiri insists that the answer lies in the “intrinsic” relationship between them. 
The analysis of each is inextricably entwined with the other since the intelligence is 
constitutively related to reality itself. In other words, a thing’s reality or realness is that it 
is what it is, in and of itself (de suyo). Knowing or intellection apprehends the reality of 
the thing; its formality as reality. In so doing the senses initially apprehend the 
impression of the thing (the content through the sensible moment) whilst intellection 
apprehends that it is real (its formality through the intellective moment): that it is what it 
is in and of itself and not simply an extension of human subjectivity.
19
 Thomas Fowler 
describes this perception of the reality of the real as “an overwhelming impression of its 
veracity, a type of ‘guarantee’ that accompanies it, that says to us, ‘What you apprehend 
                                                 
18 Zubiri, Inteligencia sentiente, 10, also quoted by Ellacuría in “Reduccionismo en Zubiri,” EF 
III, 420, my translation. 
19 Ibid., 12. Zubiri actually breaks up the moment of apprehension into three sub-moments: first 
affection (afección) where the person is affected by the thing perceived; second alterity (alteridad) where 
the perceived is perceived as other; and third the force of reality (fuerza) where the perceived maintains an 
autonomy in relation to apprehension; as mentioned above this is summed up in term “in and of itsef” (de 
suyo). Concerning the question of the brain’s reception of the formality of reality, Thomas Fowler writes, 
“Our brains – Zubiri refers to them as organs of formality - are wired to perceive reality, to perceive 
directly the ‘in its own right’ character. It does not emerge as the result of some reasoning process working 
on the content – another longstanding error of the Western philosophical tradition – it is delivered together 
with the content in primordial apprehension,” (author’s italics). Thomas Fowler, “Reality in Science and 
Reality in Philosophy: Importance of the Concept of Reality by Postulation,” in The Xavier Zubiri Review, 
Vol. 7, 2005, 43, www.xavierzubirireview.com. 
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is reality, not a cinema, not a dream’.”20 Zubiri is clear then that elevating knowing to a 
status prior to reality is to take a great risk since such an option effectively reduces reality 
to that which is merely known, to a condition where reality has no ‘in and of its-
selfness.’21 
In offering this summation of Zubiri’s view of the inter-relationship between 
knowing and reality, I now gradually unpick his thinking in more detail as I focus upon 
what is arguably his greatest contribution: his articulation of what he calls sentient 
intelligence. 
In the first instance it is not enough to simply set out the relationship between 
knowing and reality in the terms above. There remains the need to address and explain 
the subtlety of the relationship. The point to be registered here is that while the 
relationship between knowing and reality is co-determining, there nevertheless stands a 
sort of epistemological primacy to reality in as much as intelligence itself is “formally 
and ultimately referred to reality.”22 The point here is two-fold: reality is the origin and 
                                                 
20 Thomas B. Fowler, “Introduction to Xavier Zubiri’s Sentient Intelligence,” (English translation) 
Xavier Zubiri Foundation of North America, 1999, xii. 
21 Zubiri is clear about the limitedness and essential modesty of human knowing. Reality goes well 
beyond what can be apprehended directly and immediately. See Ellacuría, “Reduccionismo en Zubiri,” EF 
III, 430. 
22 Samour, Voluntad de liberación, 52, my translation. Samour further writes, “What Ellacuría 
wants to establish in anticipation of any idealistic interpretation that might be made of Zubiri’s reading of 
intelligence, is that intelligence is not autonomous nor even primary since it is formally and ultimately 
referred to reality: the intellective primum cognitum is then reality because…the intelligence is mere 
actualization… and the intelligence is unable to be moved or formed apart from this reality,” my 
translation, 52. The subtle problem here is how to hold to the primum cognitum of reality whilst still 
asserting the co-determining nature of knowing and reality. I am not entirely sure that Zubiri is successful 
here, although it must be said that he does take a major step forward over modern philosophical 
subjectivism and his thought is considerably more nuanced than that of older classical naturalism. González 
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end of everything else, and being, existence, and meaning sprout within and from reality. 
This does not suggest however the passivity of the knowing subject - Zubiri is wary of 
such a conclusion - but merely that reality is in and of itself and that all knowing begins 
from and is determined by the actualization of or taking in of reality’s itself-ness. Reality 
then is not something to which one has to go, but rather something which through the 
intelligence “inexorably is.”23 So for Zubiri it is clear that reality enjoys a priority over 
knowing, but and this is key; it is not a crude priority reflected in an exaggerated or naïve 
realism, but rather as Ellacuría insists a priority sui generis, a priority that still insists that 
knowing and reality are at their very root co-determining.
24
 
                                                                                                                                                 
puts this question well when he writes, “In this sense, Zubiri would appear to correct all that went before, 
from the old categories of classical philosophy, but would still be situated in the same horizon of problems 
as the ancients: substance would now be substantivity, act would be actuality, and potency would be 
dynamism. His philosophy would certainly contribute to the rejection of modern subjectivism that turns 
human consciousness - as Ortega vividly described it - into the continent of the whole universe, but his 
alternative at the same time would be no more than a new type of naturalism, as is also the case with 
Engel’s dialectical materialism. For such philosophy, humanity and its intelligence consists in no more than 
a result of natural evolution of the cosmos, from which and only from which they would have to be 
understood,” my translation. González, “Aproximación a Ellacuría,” ECA, No. 505-506, (1990), 979-989, 
in English “Assessing the Philosophical Achievement of Ignacio Ellacuría trans. Lasalle-Klein in Love That 
Produces Hope ,ibid., 78. Lassalle-Klein adds his own commentary concerning this issue of the primacy of 
reality over intelligence or vice versa in saying, “Obviously the problem is how to keep ‘both things’ at 
once. This is, in my view one of the decisive questions for Zubiri’s hermeneutics. It is possible, for 
example to emphasize the first pole of the synthesis, that is the primacy of reality over intelligence which 
would finally be nothing but just one more of the realities of the cosmos, though certainly a privileged 
reality due to its transcendental openness to the unity of the real. It is also possible, based mainly on recent 
genetic studies of Zubiri’s thought and regarding his relations with phenomenology, to hold the theory of 
intelligence as the radical starting point of Zubiri’s philosophy, allowing of course, the prius of reality in 
intellection,” 78-79. 
23 Ibid., 53. The term used by Samour is “se está inexorablemente”. 
24 Ignacio Ellacuría, “La nueva obra de Zubiri,” EF III, 308. Samour writes with regard to the 
relationship, “Reality is not as has been understood by both naïve and critical realism; namely as a given 
‘zone of things’, but instead as a formality, the formality of being in and of itself (de suyo). In this sense 
reality beyond apprehension ‘is the same reality but in its double faceted-ness of apprehension and reality 
in and of itself’,” Voluntad de liberación, 53, my translation. Gandolfo further clarifies the manner in 
which reality is co-determining for both Zubiri and Ellacuría. He writes, “It is the sentient intellect, unique 
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Once underscored, this initial point of co-determination of knowing and reality - 
albeit with a priority for reality - it is necessary to turn to the central place and role of 
Zubiri’s sentient intelligence in his philosophical framework. David Gandolfo helps here, 
as he writes, drawing upon González, 
For Zubiri, a theory of reality could be constructed in one of two ways. It could be 
constructed from a concipient intelligence, ‘from the separation of sensation and 
intellection, and the result [would be] a meta-physics, i.e., a dualist conception of 
the real, divided between ideas in the realm of the beyond and sense-data that are 
right here.’ Or a theory of reality ‘could also be constructed from a sentient 
intelligence (the unity of sensation and intellection), and this theory would assume 
that the object of a theory of reality is physically sensed reality and not a world of 
ideas or universal concepts.”25 
In referring to Zubiri’s option for sentient intelligence, Ellacuría underscores two 
basic points: firstly the fundamental, essential and structural unity of intelligence and 
sensation, and secondly the character of human intellection itself. These two points stand 
as important elements in Zubiri’s scheme of things and warrant some discussion. 
                                                                                                                                                 
to human beings, that permits us to apprehend the real as real. For all other animals, the real is apprehended 
not as real but only as sense impressions. Human beings, in apprehending the real as real, receive it as a 
collection of possible realities presented to us by the confluence of nature and past human actions. Our 
choices from among the possible realities determine reality. To that extent human beings determine reality. 
AT THE SAME TIME, however reality has a certain priority over humans in that human beings cannot 
make reality into just anything whatsoever since they are constrained by the possibilities presented by 
nature… hence the two are codetermining,” David I. Gandolfo, “Human Essence, History and Liberation: 
Karl Marx and Ignacio Ellacuría on Being Human,” 247, n. 58. 
25 Ibid., 246. Gandolfo draws from González’s Introducción a la práctica de la filosofía, (San 
Salvador, UCA Editores, 2006), 167-168. See also Samour, Voluntad de liberación, 54. 
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Regarding the question of the structural unity of intelligence and sensation, Zubiri 
recognizes that the philosophical tradition has accepted that “the senses give real sensed 
things to the intelligence so that the intelligence can conceptualize and judge them.”26 
Notwithstanding he adds that this helps not at all in clarifying for us what 
sensation and intelligence formally are. In resistance to the tradition which has 
historically separated them, Zubiri insists that sensation and intellection are not two quite 
separate actions but instead two aspects of a single act, the goal of which is the 
apprehending of reality.
27
 Accordingly he writes, 
Human sensing and intellection are not simply unopposed each to the other, but 
do in fact constitute in their intrinsic and formal unity a single and distinct act of 
apprehension. The act as sentient is an impression, whilst as intellection; it is an 
apprehension of reality. Accordingly the distinct and unified act of sentient 
intellection is an impression of reality. Intellection is a way of sensing and in 
human persons, sensing is a mode of intellection.
28
 
                                                 
26 Zubiri, Inteligencia sentiente, 12. I have accepted here the translation of Gandolfo, “Human 
Essence, History and Liberation: Karl Marx and Ignacio Ellacuría on Being Human,” 248. 
27 Zubiri takes three volumes to explain this: Inteligencia sentiente – Inteligencia y realidad 
(1980), Inteligencia y logos (1982) and Inteligencia y razón (1983). Prior to these his other highly valued 
work that was in fact published in 1962 was Sobre la Esencia. Subsequent to Zubiri’s death other of his 
works were added to the published list; of great significance, El Hombre y Dios (1984), Sobre el Hombre 
(1986), and Estructura Dinámica de la Realidad (1989). 
28 Zubiri, Inteligencia sentiente, 13, my translation. See also that of Lassalle Klein, “Ignacio 
Ellacuría’s Debt to Xavier Zubiri,” 99. The difference in meaning of the two translations is nil, however I 
have attempted to stay closer to the grammatical structure of the original and have excluded from the 
translation that which Lassalle-Klein specifically included – adding to Zubiri’s term reality another that 
Zubiri also used reciprocally: “reity.” Ellacuría articulates similarly, “ Zubiri is not simply affirming that 
the intelligence is sensible, in other words that it can only reflect on the data given it by the senses, but 
something much more radical: that intelligence is sentient and sensation is intellective. There is just one 
act, not two, the act of sentient intellection or intellective sensing by way of which the real is sentiently 
apprehended,” “Reduccionismo en Zubiri,”EF III, 421-422, my translation. Samour also explains the unity 
of sensing and intellection in the following terms; “Intellection and sensing (inteligir y sentir) are simply 
two components or moments of a single structure that renders one single and complex act, the act of 
sentient intellection. In other words it is not about a mere continuation between sensing and intellection, 
nor an objective unity in the sense that both deal with the same object, but instead a structural and 
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For Zubiri then the intellective moment where real things are received as real, 
permeates the sentient moment, whilst concomitantly the sentient moment marked by 
sense impressions permeates the intellective moment.
29
 The combination of sense and 
intellect in human beings is so “tight an amalgam” that it is in essence but one faculty. 
To this however is required a qualification in as much as Zubiri considers the 
intellective moment as the defining moment (my italics) and in as much as it is this that 
distinguishes human interaction with the world from that of animals. Animals engage the 
world through stimuli, whilst humans engage the world as that which is real: in other 
words as that which is apprehended as what it is ‘in and of itself’ - its formality - without 
its characteristics being supplied by the mind through the act of apprehension.
30
 Bringing 
together what I have said, it can be concluded accordingly, that for Zubiri human 
                                                                                                                                                 
systematic unity: the sentient moment is the presentation as impression of the content of the act through 
which things present themselves to us; the intellective moment is in human sensation itself, the modal 
moment of the impression, the formality of reality.,” Voluntad de liberación, 54-55, my translation. In 
speaking thus he almost word for word reflects Ellacuría in “Biología y inteligencia,” EF III, 149. 
29 Samour puts it well upon referring to Ellacuría’s statement; “Explained in a compelling and 
metaphorical way, Zubiri has written that the retina is immersed in the intelligence and that the intelligence 
is immersed in the retina; the whole visual system is immersed in intelligence and intelligence is immersed 
in the visual system in such a way that while it affects everything, everything affects it as well. More 
generally speaking, everything that affects the biological, affects the psychic. But such affects are had 
because there is just one single structure, and not because one influences the other, maintaining a duality of 
acts and a duality of structures. All the biological is in the intellective human person, just as all the 
intellective is in the biological human person.” Realitas III-IV, Sociedad de estudios y publicaciones, 1986, 
37. “Biología y inteligencia” in EF III, 149-150, first published in Fases biológicas de la psiquiatría, XIV 
Congreso Nacional de la Asociación Española de Neuropsiquiatría (Sevilla, 1977), also in Realitas III-IV, 
(Madrid, 1979), 281-335. 
30 Lee explains this idea that the mind does not create reality but first and foremost is put into 
contact with it, in the following helpful lines; “For Zubiri, human intelligence does not create reality, but is 
put into direct contact, even confronted with reality in sensible apprehension. The senses not only give us 
content but make reality formally present for us,” Lee, Bearing the Weight of Salvation, 45. 
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intelligence then engages in one single act, “the sentient apprehension of the real as 
real.”31 
Next, in speaking of human intelligence in terms of the “sentient apprehension of 
the real as real”, of reality as enjoying an existence in and of itself, independent of the act 
of sense intellection; there is in Zubiri an acknowledgment of reality’s otherness or 
alterity. In commenting upon this point, Ellacuría avers, 
The impression of reality implies an affecting that is real not just stimulating, in 
which that which is affecting makes itself present with the alterity of reality…so 
that which is apprehended imposes itself upon me with a force all its own; not as a 
mere stimulatory force but the force of reality.
32
 
Here, Ellacuría in articulating Zubiri’s insistence upon reality’s otherness, its 
own-ness, suggests that reality must be accepted and respected in its own right. Putting it 
in practical terms, the words of David Gandolfo are worth repeating; “Zubiri is able to 
account for the otherness of reality, the brute fact that I am not free to take things merely 
as I want to take them. In the moment when I need a hammer for the purpose of banging 
a nail into the wall, yes a rock might also work, perhaps a piece of wood, but certainly 
                                                 
31 Zubiri, Inteligencia sentiente, 86. This idea of the “real as real” it must be kept in mind, means 
for Zubiri that human intellection does in fact have access to reality as it indeed is. In other words, that 
which is apprehended in apprehension is the real thing: that reality is not something additional to, beyond 
the act of apprehension. This being so, it is also important to understand that Zubiri rejects any charge of 
being a naïve realist. While the formal concept of reality does refer to things in their worldly reality, this 
does not mean that reality as formality refers to things “in themselves”. Indeed the formal concept of reality 
as “the actualization of the real as real” can never make absolute claims as to what things are in their 
worldly reality. Further the reality of the world is intellectively sensed through primal apprehension and the 
logos, (to which I shall refer in the main text). In other words “it is only by means of an intellective 
march…of reason that one can tentatively reach it.” see Lassalle-Klein, “Ignacio Ellacuría’s Debt to Xavier 
Zubiri,” 103-104. 
32 Ellacuría, “Reduccionismo en Zubiri,” EF III, 422, my translation. 
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not a piece of glass or a pillow.”33 While reality is then other, for Zubiri this alterity does 
not actually assume a function in opposition to human existence as such, but rather 
becomes part of the empowering ontological structure of the human being, assuming in 
effect a transcendental role that places a claim upon the human person, ensuring a 
dynamic encounter with it.
34
 I shall develop this aspect later on in the discussion; suffice 
it to say at this stage that this insight about the primacy of reality as that which places a 
claim upon the human really amounts to Zubiri’s counter-stroke to philosophical 
idealism’s entification of reality, since it effectively turns the tables on what has been for 
                                                 
33 Gandolfo, “Human Essence, History and Liberation: Karl Marx and Ignacio Ellacuría on Being 
Human,” 252. 
34 This power of reality or the real to make a claim upon us, thus ensuring a dynamic encounter 
with it has to do with the “more” of reality and is highlighted by Zubiri in three ways: the encounter with 
reality as something ultimate; the encounter with reality as the ground of possibility, as that which “makes 
possible my reality as human,” and the encounter with reality that impels the human to “sketch out a system 
of possibilities among which he must choose and which constitute the final demand of his own reality,” 
Zubiri, El Hombre y Dios (Madrid: Alianza Editorial, Fundación Xavier Zubiri, 1984), 82-83.I have 
adopted the translation of Burke S.J. The Ground Beneath the Cross, 49. Burke adds, “Humans thus live in 
reality as something ultimate, from reality as the ground of possibility, and for reality as the terminus of 
their ultimate longings.” 49. This claim laid upon the human being and in turn the human being’s openness 
to reality as reality, is articulated and summed up in Zubiri’s concept of religación (religation). To be 
religated to reality means to be tied back to, to be rooted or anchored in the power of the real, to reality in 
terms of depth. Zubiri also uses the term to give shape to his depiction of the religious dimension of the 
human being. The term religation is derived from the Latin root religare from whence comes the English 
“religion.” Not surprisingly this theologal dimension is not understood in oppositional or dualistic terms, 
but rather in non-contrastive terms; not as a relationship with the divine that transcends out of the world, 
but rather as that which grounds our being in being. Zubiri writes accordingly, “The human being finds 
God in his religated self-realization as a person. Therefore the power of the real consists exactly in that real 
things, without being God are nonetheless real ‘in’ God; that is their reality is God ad extra. Therefore to 
say that God is transcendent does not signify that God is transcendent ‘to’ things, but that God is 
transcendent ‘in’ things.” Zubiri, “El problema teologal del hombre” in Teología y mundo contemporáneo: 
Homenaje a Kart Rahner en su 70 cumpleaños, ed. A.Vargas-Machuca, 59, cited by Lee, “Transforming 
Realities,” 111. Also see José Joaquín Castellón Martín, Ellacuría y la filosofía de praxis, 154, n. 216. The 
question of “non-contrastive discourse” is taken-up most creatively by Kathryn Tanner as she discusses the 
issue of how to speak of God with regard to both God’s transcendence and involvement in the world. 
Kathryn Tanner, God and Creation in Christian Theology: Tyranny or Empowerment? (Oxford – New 
York, Basil Blackwell, 1988), esp. 36-80. Lee refers to Tanner’s work in his article, “Liberation Theology’s 
Transcendent Moment: The Work of Xavier Zubiri and Ignacio Ellacuría as Noncontrastive Discourse,” 
Journal of Religion, Vol.83, Issue 2, (April 2003), 226-244. 
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thousands of years the unfortunate philosophical practice of reducing reality to a subset 
of being.
35
 
Let us now turn to the second consideration flagged above: namely the character 
of human intellection. In his own words Zubiri explains that “human intellection is 
formally the mere actualization, in sentient intelligence, of the real.
36
 To be “actualized” 
refers to something dynamically being made present to me; the intellect reveals the 
reality of something by making it present to me. To be “merely” actualized goes further 
in saying that it is only made present through the intellect: in other words that the intellect 
in this initial apprehension of reality does not go so far as to understand through 
interpretation or elaboration, but only goes so far as to make it present to me, primary as 
this is. To this end Zubiri states, 
[A]ll intellection is based in apprehension of the real in and of itself. But I can 
have this apprehension in two ways. On the one hand, I can take it as the basis for 
all other intellections, for example as the ground for judging the apprehended. On 
the other I can have the apprehension as something in and of itself, “only” as 
something in and of itself. Now this moment of “only” amounts to a modal 
character of apprehension: the intellection of something “only” as real in and of 
itself is modalized by the “only” in primordial apprehension of reality. This is the 
primary mode of intellection.
37
 
                                                 
35 See Ellacuría, “Reduccionismo en Zubiri,” EF III, 418-419. 
36 Zubiri, Inteligencia sentiente, 13. 
37 Ibid., 258, my translation.; Ellacuría helps here when he writes, “That which is intellected (lo 
intelegido) ‘is’ present as real and ‘is only’ present, i.e. it is not elaborated or interpreted; but is present ‘in 
and of itself’ in such a way that the real is an intrinsic and formal moment of the present as such and not 
something beyond the apprehended…All subsequent moments, such as being conscious or being uncovered 
etc., ground themselves , not only as subsequent but also grounded moments, in intellection as the mere 
actualization of the real,” Ellacuría, “Reduccionismo en Zubiri,” EF III, 423, my translation. 
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What is fundamental for our purposes here is this key understanding of Zubiri’s 
concerning intellection as apprehension of the real as real, as present to me in and of 
itself. Whilst this insight is primary however, intellection does not cease at this point, for 
Zubiri also speaks of intellection as carrying two other characteristics or dynamics; 
namely intellection as logos and intellection as reason. Zubiri writes, 
Intellection has distinct modes, i.e., there are distinct modes of mere actualization 
of the real. There is a primary and radical mode, the apprehension of the real 
actualized in and of itself: what I refer to as primordial apprehension of the real. 
But there are other modes of actualization. These are the modes where the real is 
actualized not just in and of itself, but as well amongst other things and in the 
world. Now these are not other actualizations as such but rather an unfolding of 
the primordial actualization: what we might call a re-actualization…There are two 
of these: logos and reason.”38 
In essence logos and reason amount to a sort of stepping back from one’s direct 
embedded-ness in reality. Though ultimately dependent on primordial apprehension, 
logos as a subsequent moment of the intellect, permits a fuller content, where reality is 
actualized more abundantly and completely. Logos allows us to identify the thing as what 
it is in relationship to other things; Zubiri articulates it as a discerning of things within 
their reality field (realidad campal).
39
 Reason on the other hand steps back even further 
                                                 
38 Zubiri, Inteligencia sentiente 14, my translation. Zubiri illustrates his point by application to the 
color red. The primordial impression of reality; namely the first stage of apprehension, we apprehend that 
the color red is real. As logos we apprehend that red is in reality in respect to other colors or qualities, i.e. 
that we know a color as “red.” As reason we also apprehend that this red color is real with regard to pure 
and simple reality itself, i.e., that it is a photon or an electro-magnetic wave. See Zubiri, Inteligencia y 
razón, 12 and Inteligencia sentiente, 269-270. 
39 Lee refers to Fowler’s discussion of the Zubirian term “field”. Reflective of Zubiri’s broad 
interests as explained in the latter part of chapter 3, including those of physics, the language of “field” 
suggests connections with physics’ gravitational field. In essence the point is that while a body may exist 
alone “in an individual moment…by virtue of its existence, the body creates a field around itself through 
which it interacts with other bodies, its field moment,” Lee, Bearing the Weight of Salvation, 46, n.34. See 
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or alternatively with a change of metaphor, reaches out even further, since it considers 
apprehended things in their totality as world. In this sense, reason is not as it is classically 
understood. Indeed reason moves beyond what is immediately apprehended. It moves 
beyond predication and considers the totality of things that are beyond apprehension, 
either because they have not yet been encountered and apprehended as such, or because 
they cannot be apprehended. For Zubiri the difference between logos and reason is that 
the former moves within the field of what is already apprehended as real, while the latter 
constitutes a moving toward.
40
 In this sense then reason is every bit as sentient as logos 
but an additional point underscored by Zubiri only serves to confirm the point even more: 
namely that both logos and reason are grounded in this “toward-ness,” which is in its 
essence a “toward-ness” within the real. In other words neither logos nor reason 
constitute dynamisms toward reality as much as dynamisms or movements in reality. Just 
as the human person locates herself installed in reality, just as intellection is born in 
reality and does not have to get to reality, so for logos and reason – they too are grounded 
in reality. In other words, the traditional philosophical challenge of building bridges 
                                                                                                                                                 
also Fowler, introduction to Zubiri’s Sentient Intelligence (English translation), The Xavier Zubiri 
Foundation of North America, 1999, xiii. Gandolfo uses the translation “region” rather than “field” in large 
part because it resonates better when compared with the third mode of intellection: reason and its referent 
the “world,” Gandolfo, “Human Essence, History and Liberation: Karl Marx and Ignacio Ellacuría on 
Being Human,” 255, n.80. I shall retain the term “field” since it is more in keeping with the roots of 
Zubiri’s thought in physics and is more widely used by commentators on Zubiri’s work. 
40 “[T]he dynamism of reason does not consist in being somewhere (estar) but in moving towards 
anything. It is not a dynamism in the field but a dynamism that moves from the field to the world. Reason is 
not reasoning but rather a transcendental moving toward the world, toward pure and simple reality. Just as 
‘towards’ is a sensed moment of the real, then not just the logos is sentient but reason itself is likewise: it is 
sentient reason,” Zubiri, Inteligencia sentiente, 278, my translation. 
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between thought and reality has entirely vanished.
41
 Ellacuría typically encapsulates 
Zubiri’s project well, 
If we see in Socrates…a precedent for Unamuno, we must see in Aristotle, a 
precedent for Zubiri, whose philosophical purpose has the same breath and depth 
of ambition. This obliges us to ask ourselves as to the meaning of Zubiri’s 
thinking in the history of philosophy. The technical answer is not difficult to 
synthesize: negatively or critically it assumes an intense effort at resolving what 
nearly all philosophy from Parmenides bears: the logification of intelligence and 
the entification of reality. It is then all about the de-logification of intelligence and 
the de-entification of reality. Positively Zubiri’s philosophy furnishes a new idea 
of human intellection and reality, as much in their own right as in their application 
to matter, the human person, history and God…From my Spanish American 
experience, this [is] an ultra-Copernican turn, because it does not go from the 
object to the subject, nor from the subject to the object, but rather overcomes the 
opposition by making intellection and intellected reality codetermining 
(cogéneres) in the sentient intelligence long before the disassociation of ‘subject-
object.’42 
Philosophy and the Intramundane: A Depth Reading of Reality 
I have spoken about the apprehension of the real as real through sentient 
intelligence, but Zubiri goes further and poses the question of reality’s nature in and of 
itself; in particular, what is it about reality that makes it accessible to sentient 
intellection.
43
 It is here that Zubiri develops a metaphysic of reality, a theory of reality 
                                                 
41 See Alvarenga, “Fundamentos filosóficos de la crítica Ellacuriana al movimiento 
revolucionario,” Realidades No. 83, (2001), 736; also this chapter, n.14 and n.16. 
42 Ellacuría, “Zubiri, cuatro años después,” EF III, 401-402, my translation. Perhaps the best 
reflection of Unamuno’s courageous Socratic spirit in the faith of immortality, “now that reason and 
science have done their worst” (Mark van Doren), is found in English in Miguel de Unamuno, Tragic Sense 
of Life, trans. J.E. Crawford Flitch, (New York: Dover Publications, 1954). 
43 It is worthy of note here that Zubiri is seeking to build a metaphysic of reality that avoids both 
extremes of metaphysics beyond reality or metaphysic as reality that remains detached or independent from 
human beings and their practice. González writes to this effect, “In general the term metaphysics has a 
pejorative sense. It serves to denote those attempts at reflecting upon a reality situated beyond that which is 
immediately given, upon eternal ideas or something similar. But this sort of understanding – Platonism – is 
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which serves as a foundation for Ellacuría’s own thought concerning the centrality of 
historical reality. In what follows I seek to explain three aspects of Zubiri’s 
understanding of reality: reality’s unity, reality’s openness and reality’s dynamism. 
Reality’s Unity 
Beginning with Zubiri’s position concerning his metaphysics of reality and the 
manner in which it is available to sentient intelligence, he writes, 
In one way or another Greek and medieval as much as Kantian metaphysics, have 
always been ‘trans-physical’ in the sense of beyond the physical, in the sense of 
the transcendent. Only a radical critique of the duality of apprehending (inteligir) 
and sensing; in other words only sentient intelligence is able to arrive at a unitary 
conception of the real…. This sentient intelligence is not about intelligence that is 
merely open to the senses but rather intelligence that is actually sentient: that is 
the impression of reality. In this, the moment of reality and its transcendentality 
are strictly and formally physical. In this sense…and only in this sense, the 
transcendentality of the impression of reality is formally metaphysical: it is the 
metaphysical not as intellection of the transcendent but as sentient apprehension 
of physical transcendentality of the real.
44
 
What stands as crucial to consideration here is the overcoming of a dualist 
perspective of reality. Just as sentient intelligence is a unity that overcomes the dualistic 
tradition that has divorced intellection from sensing, so reality is also one, where 
                                                                                                                                                 
not the only form of metaphysics. Metaphysics is also expressed when one claims to speak of objectivity in 
itself, detached from the human person, abstracted from human praxis. Not only then do the philosophical 
idealists such as Plato do metaphysics, but also there is such a thing as materialist metaphysics; that is an 
attempt to theorize, not upon the reality that we confront in our sentient activity, but rather an eternal 
reality, independent of human beings…The result is a type of absolute knowing that ignores the dialectical 
character of the human relationship and dealings with the real,” González, Introducción a la práctica de la 
filosofía, 159, my translation. 
44 Ibid., 168, from Zubiri, Inteligencia sentiente, my translation. 
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metaphysics applies not primarily to the intellection of what lies beyond reality but to the 
physical transcendentality in reality.
45
 
As a way of further explaining Zubiri’s understanding of intramundane 
metaphysics, I turn to David Gandolfo’s illuminating treatment.46 
Gandolfo explains that Zubiri analyses metaphysics’ two syntactical elements, 
“meta” and “physics.” In the first instance he argues that metaphysics has to do with the 
search for the obvious. Now the term “meta” is usually taken to refer to ‘beyond-ness,’ in 
the sense of going further, moving-on, leaving something behind. But for Zubiri the term 
enjoys a different nuance, where there exists the idea of moving-on beyond where you 
currently are, but in the sense of meeting someone or something on the way – the 
obvious.
47
 Notwithstanding, the obvious is not that which is simply understood without 
difficulty – the modern generic interpretation of the term. Rather ‘beyond-ness’ refers to 
those things that do not come out to meet us, those things that are problematic to 
understand. In this sense, metaphysics deals with those things that are ultra-obvious, 
more than obvious; those things that are in some way or another not obvious.
48
 There is 
                                                 
45 Ellacuría explains this nature of metaphysics as intra-mundane in writing, “Metaphysics studies 
in a unitary manner the world of the real and the real of the world, because the world is physically one and 
at the same time because the physical unity of the world is given by the very character of reality, the 
physical character of reality.,” Ellacuría,”El objeto de la filosofía,” EP I, 74-75, FRH, 29, first published in 
ECA, No. 396-397, (1981), 963-980, my translation. 
46 See Gandolfo, “Human Essence, History and Liberation: Karl Marx and Ignacio Ellacuría on 
Being Human,” 259-266. 
47 Zubiri makes the point that this “going out to meet” is rendered in the Latin as obviam ire, 
suggesting that “meta” as in metaphysics refers to the search for the obvious. Zubiri, Los problemas 
fundamentales de la metafísica occidental (Madrid: Alianza, 1994), 17. 
48 Ibid., 18. 
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however another related layer to this obviousness: namely that the term may signify 
things that are so always present that we do not even notice them, we do not perceive 
them. This is so because they are in everything, they are engraved in the obvious and are 
accordingly almost invisible to human perception. These things that pass perception, 
Zubiri refers to as lo diáfono – diaphanous; in other words those things that are 
transparent or clear, those things that are altogether too obvious. So for Zubiri, 
metaphysics has to do not with going beyond, in the sense of beyond the things we 
typically experience, but instead “going to the diaphanous, to that which by its diaphany 
is inscribed in everything obvious that human beings encounter in their basic activities.”49 
What is crucial here then is the insight that the diaphanous is indeed transcendental in the 
sense that it transcends the things that are obvious, but without going outside of them. In 
other words, what is vital here is that the diaphanous is part of the materiality of things, 
that the metaphysical is not removed from the physical.
50
 
But what is the essential character of diaphany itself? Here Zubiri speaks of three 
moments: the first concerns the “seen-ness” at its most fundamental, where like a glass, 
the diaphanous allows an object to be seen, “by way of” its transparency. The second 
moment concerns not just the “allowing to be seen,” but actually makes one see what is 
on the other side. In other words diaphany makes possible the actual seeing of that which 
                                                 
49 Ibid., 19. 
50 Ibid. Zubiri and Ellacuría use the term “physico-metaphysical” to underscore this point that the 
metaphysical is not something other than the physical. 
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is on the other side; and that possibility actually stimulates us to look.
51
 The third moment 
according to Zubiri concerns the seen as such. Here the diaphanous is a moment of the 
thing itself. In other words, apprehension of the thing happens because the quality in the 
thing allows it to be apprehended. What Zubiri claims here is that diaphany is the “sight 
of clearness.” Further and most importantly, the challenge for metaphysics is to aspire to 
and to gain this clearness that holds things, hence making the vision of these things 
possible. It is this moment of clearness that is fundamentally transcendental; and this 
because firstly it is beyond in the sense that in its diaphany it appears to us as 
imperceptible, and secondly because the diaphanous nature of a thing is wrapped up with 
the diaphanous nature of everything else. The diaphany or transcendality of things is 
therefore not to be located in their ‘beyond-ness’ of what we experience, but instead in 
the field of reality that surrounds them, allowing their apprehension as real, while linking 
them to other real things; to reality as such.
52
 Here again, we find the point made earlier: 
that the diaphanous, the metaphysical, here ‘the transcendental’ is part of the materiality 
of things, not removed from the physical. 
Finally Zubiri speaks of the violence of the vision of the diaphanous or 
transcendental. Just what is he trying to suggest here? This violence has to do with the 
                                                 
51 Gandolfo refers to an example where “[if] one is walking along a high brick wall and then 
comes to a portion of the wall that is glass, one’s attention is drawn to see what is on the other side of the 
wall. And what one notices is not so much the glass, the ultra-obvious, but what is on the other side of it.” 
Gandolfo, “Human Essence, History and Liberation: Karl Marx and Ignacio Ellacuría on Being Human,” 
262. 
52 This is not unrelated to the discussion in this chapter of sentient intelligence and the term 
“reality field” or realidad campal, 19. 
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way in which metaphysics apprehends the real as real, the real as it is in and of itself. 
Metaphysics is not therefore about removing us from the realm of things, but instead, 
keeping us immersed in them so we may see the diaphanous, that which is un-obvious; 
and this not because it is not in the things, but rather because it is the most obvious of 
things. What is at stake here – and this is fundamental – is that in remaining in reality and 
seeing the diaphanous, philosophy’s object, reality, is liberated from latency toward what 
Zubiri calls “an affective potency.”53 In other words, reality with all its possibilities 
remains dormant, embryonic until sentient intelligence liberates it, realizes it for what it 
is and what it may become. Here then, the violence of the vision of the diaphanous 
involves the overcoming of nature – its surmounting, but not its dissolution – in favor of 
the human realm of reality and its praxis. 
The second part of the term meta-physics, “physis,” Zubiri understands as “the 
things as such.” The challenge for metaphysics is to keep hold of what is left of the thing 
once we eliminate from consideration everything that the thing as such is. What is left is 
in essence its transcendentality and without this philosophy runs the risk of falling back 
into reality’s entification. But again this transcendentality is not beyond the thing-as-real, 
                                                 
53 Zubiri in contrasting science and philosophy writes, “While science deals with an object that it 
already has clarity about, philosophy concerns the effort for the progressive intellectual constitution of its 
own object, which involves the violence of taking it from its constitutive latency to an affective potency,” 
González, Introducción a la práctica de la filosofía, 44, my translation. 
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the thing as taken up in the realm of the sentient intelligence, although it is beyond its 
“physis,” beyond nature.54 
In sum, for Zubiri there is a unity to reality, to “intramundane reality.” In his 
scheme of things there is an insistence upon the transcendent, the metaphysical, not as 
that which is beyond things, beyond what is, but rather as that which is in everything – 
that which is most obvious and accordingly that which is easiest to overlook. The 
transcendental and the diaphanous, which are the same, are in effect part of our world, 
part of the material universe. 
At the beginning of this section on the metaphysics of reality, I asked the question 
as to what it is about reality that makes it accessible to sentient intellection. Now I am in 
a position to answer: namely that the diaphanous, the transcendent, the thing as real, is 
what makes the thing available to intelligence that is sentient. There is then, as I have said 
earlier, a definite primacy to reality that shapes, indeed determines intelligence.
55
 
Accordingly, the challenge for philosophy becomes the revealing, the uncovering of the 
structure of the diaphanous, of the transcendent in reality. And this, not in terms of its 
subjective effects upon human beings alone, as important a consideration as this is, but 
                                                 
54 Here the distinction between “the thing as such” and the “thing-as-real” really goes back to the 
earlier discussion about the formality of reality. Fowler sums it up well quoting Zubiri, Inteligencia y 
realidad, 172, “... [T]he idea of reality does not formally designate a zone or class of things, but only a 
formality, reity or ‘thinginess.’ It is that formality by which what is sentiently apprehended is presented to 
me not as the effect of something beyond what is apprehended, but as being in itself something ‘in its own 
right’, something de suyo; for example not only ‘warming’ but ‘being’ warm. This formality is the physical 
and real character of the otherness of what is sentiently apprehended in my sentient intellection.” Fowler, 
“Reality in Science and Reality in Philosophy: Importance of the Concept of Reality by Postulation,” in 
The Xavier Zubiri Review, Vol. 7, (2005), 42, www.xavierzubirireview.com, accessed April 12th 2010. 
55 See this chapter, “Zubiri’s Turn to Reality.” 
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rather in the light of reality’s primacy per se; the thing’s own inherent character as 
transcendental. It is to this that I now turn as I discuss Zubiri’s insight about reality as 
open. 
Reality’s Openness 
Thus far I have sought to explain Zubiri’s metaphysics of reality, underscoring 
reality’s very transcendentality. In speaking thus, Zubiri insists that transcendentality is in 
the thing, transcendentality is the character of the thing in and of itself. Further, it is the 
thing’s transcendental character that causes us to apprehend it as this or that in a broader 
reality. In other words the particular transcendentality of each thing is what causes us to 
apprehend things in a differentiated manner, as things in and of themselves, rather than 
simply apprehending reality as one undifferentiated mass. Now this inherent character of 
things leads to a further conclusion: that things and reality are open. But what does Zubiri 
mean by reality’s openness? 
In Inteligencia sentiente, Zubiri claims that “[t]ranscendentality is the very 
opening of the formality of reality as such.”56 The significance of this claim is that it 
enables Zubiri not only to challenge philosophical idealism via his materialist realism, 
but also allows him to avoid falling into a crude determinism typical of so many so-called 
realist philosophies. Now this opening or openness of reality is not a conceptual thing but 
a physical thing; it has to do with a thing’s innate “more-ness” in the sense for example 
                                                 
56 Zubiri, Inteligencia sentiente, 196, my translation. 
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that it is more than its color or weight: indeed it is “a moment that intrinsically and 
constitutively belongs to the very structure of the thing in and of itself.”57 There is then a 
sense in which the metaphysical character of the openness of a thing is part and parcel of 
the thing’s basic physical nature. But in the same breath, while a thing’s openness or 
more-ness is fundamental to its physical nature, the thing is always more than the content 
of its “notes” or properties, always more than the thing itself.58 
Further still and probably most importantly, this openness, this more-ness of 
reality is never limited, never constrained; in fact it is inexhaustible and for this reason 
essentially creative. But what are the mechanics of this creativity of reality? Earlier I 
discussed the nature of sentient intelligence as bearing three modes of actualization of the 
real: the primordial, logos and reason.
59
 The latter two had to do with a stepping back 
from reality; logos referring to a discerning of things within their reality field and reason 
considering apprehended things in their totality as world. Correlatively for Zubiri, a thing 
also carries these dimensions in its “exceeding-ness” (excedencia), where it opens up to 
other things in its field expansion, but also to the world. In this sense a thing in reality is 
characterized by what Zubiri calls its “respectivity” (respectividad) in as much as it is 
apprehended as a thing among but different from other things. Indeed all of reality is 
“respective” in its openness and in this sense transcendentality at its most fundamental is 
                                                 
57 Ibid., 196, my translation. 
58 González, Introducción a la práctica de la filosofía, 151-159. Remember the Zubirían term of 
“physico-metaphysicality” which underscores the idea that the metaphysical is not something other than the 
physical, this chapter, n.50. 
59 This chapter, “Zubiri’s Turn to Reality.” 
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all about “communication.”60 Castellón puts it concisely when he writes, “nothing is of 
itself without being constituted by other things.”61 
Reality’s Dynamism 
So far I have spoken of reality’s transcendental unity and openness. Reality 
however in its respectivity is also characterized by dynamism; something I shall take up 
later in more detail. At this point nonetheless it is worthwhile to set out its meaning since 
it is fundamental to Zubiri’s thought and Ellacuría’s application. Reality’s dynamism 
means that reality has a capacity to give of itself (dar de sí); something that suggests both 
an unfolding of what it is of itself (de suyo) and what it can give or render as it progresses 
from matter to life and then to human life. It is this inherent dynamism of worldly reality 
as new realities develop that explains for both Zubiri and Ellacuría the process of change 
in the world. The import of this perception becomes clear when one understands that in 
this light there is no need to assume or presuppose an outside force directing change: 
reality’s dynamism actually permits it. Ellacuría renders it well when he writes, 
Dynamism we could say is inscribed in the very reality of each thing and each 
thing is accordingly transcendentally dynamic. Reality is not the subject-of 
dynamism nor subject-to dynamism, but rather something constitutively dynamic. 
Reality is dynamic from itself (de por sí) and of itself (de suyo) and its moment of 
dynamism consists initially in giving of itself (dar de sí). The world as 
                                                 
60 The term “communication” is used by J Bañón as he writes, “In this sense transcendentality is 
not participation but rather communication, which means to affirm that it is all about something open, that 
the reality of anything, even though it is in and of itself (suya) is nevertheless open to the reality of 
anything else,” J. Bañón, “Zubiri hoy: tesis básicas sobre la realidad,” in Del sentido a la realidad. Estudios 
sobre la filosofía de Zubiri (Editorial Trotta-Fundación Xavier Zubiri), 1995, 100, quoted by Samour, 
Voluntad de liberación, 124, my translation. 
61 Castellón, Ellacuría y la filosofía de la praxis, 60, my translation. 
189 
 
respectivity of the real qua real, does not have dynamism, nor is it in dynamism, 
but is in like manner itself dynamic: worldly respectivity is essentially dynamic.
62
 
Finally, this essential dynamism of reality becomes in a sense most intensified 
when human reality is taken into account, since such reality gives not just of itself but 
also of herself.
63
 There is then a redoubling of the openness of matter into an opened-
openness, when matter develops into sentient intellect which itself is open to possibility. 
Suffice it to say at this point, that the significance of Zubiri’s discussion about reality’s 
respectivity in terms of its openness and dynamism cannot be under-estimated, for as 
Ellacuría succinctly explains: 
This giving to matter and to the material condition of human beings all the 
properties of matter without the implication of reducing reality nor the human 
being to strictly closed limits, is one of the greatest achievements of Zubirian 
thought.
64
 
In this chapter I have sought to reveal not only how sentient intelligence but also 
reality is one, where metaphysics applies not simply to the intellection of what lies 
beyond reality but to the physical transcendentality in reality. Central to this 
transcendentality in reality is its physical “more-ness,” reflected in its openness and its 
dynamism. Now according to Ellacuría, it is precisely this depth-reading of reality that is 
critical to philosophy’s function as he applies his thought to the poverty and oppression 
                                                 
62 Ellacuría, FRH, 591, my translation. 
63 Ibid., 592. “The dynamism of the human person in her own peculiar form of giving of herself is 
a dynamism of herself (suidad) that leads to the full constitution of individual substantivity. Her being 
amongst things is a real being in reality; her self-possession is not just the act of maintaining herself 
amongst individual structures, but instead being her own reality,” my translation. 
64 Ellacuría, “Aproximación a la obra completa de Xavier Zubiri,” EF III, 384, first published in 
ECA (421-422, 1983), 965-982, my translation. Hereafter “Aproximación a Xavier Zubiri.” 
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of Central America; a place where in his judgment, the idealist snare transmitted by 
traditionalist philosophy, theology and politics, have all detracted from reality and 
conspired in the refusal to face up to it. In the final part of an article about Zubiri four 
years after the latter’s death, Ellacuría’s alludes to just this and how Zubiri’s method and 
conclusions regarding sentient intelligence and reality, actually cohere to unmask Latin 
America’s injustice; 
In Latin America and the Third World, the gravity of the idealist snare, diffused 
above all through traditional philosophy and theology, as well as political 
language, is brutally evident. All three cases constitute an opiate through which 
reality’s raw state is circumvented. Currently for example, upon its 200th 
anniversary, the superiority of the North American constitution is being lauded: a 
constitution that was formulated in ignorance of and against reality. When it 
speaks in its introduction of “we, the people”, this “we”, actually leaves out the 
“people”, the millions of black slaves who made up a good part of the labor force, 
and indeed the incalculable number of indigenous from whom the land was stolen. 
How then were these “we” ever to really be the people? Surely this is a 
transparent case of idealization that has masked over and falsified reality. In this 
connection, Zubiri’s thought, without making any claims to this effect, actually 
helps a lot, enabling us to uncover and overcome these idealizing and 
ideologizing monstrosities, as well as keeping before our eyes his insight 
concerning the arduous, the undeniably grueling effort behind the philosophical 
task.
65
 
                                                 
65 Ellacuría, “Zubiri, cuatro años después,” EF III, 402, my translation. Another even more 
dramatic but less known case of idealization in North American history that masked over and falsified 
reality was the infamous Dred Scott case, reported under the name Scott v. Sanford, decided by the US 
Supreme Court on March 6th, 1857. Decided in the divisive context of abolition it provoked bitter 
controversy. In essence, the issue concerned the freedom of an African American, Dred Scott who had been 
born a slave in 1799 and owned by one Peter Blow. Blow resided in Missouri a slave state of the union. In 
1830, Blow sold Scott to Dr. Emerson, an army surgeon, who subsequently took Scott with him to 
numerous army postings, living for twelve years in numerous free-states. Dying in 1846, Emerson’s 
executors were his wife and her brother John Sanford, whom Scott proceeded to sue on the basis that he 
had spent several years in non-slave states. In effect it was a petition for freedom grounded in the English 
court decision of Smith v Brown & Cooper (1705) where the precedent was set that having spent time in a 
non-slave state meant that Scott’s condition of slavery was forever dissolved. Scott won but the decision 
was reversed by the Missouri Supreme Court in 1852. Subsequently Scott sued in the Federal Court, this 
time against his new master, John Sanford to whom Scott had been made over since Mrs. Emerson’s new 
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husband was an abolitionist. Sanford challenged the action arguing that there was no federal jurisdiction in 
the case. The fundamental question was whether a slave was capable of being a citizen under the US 
Constitution in order that his action against a citizen of another state would attract the federal jurisdiction 
(my italics). The response of the bench was a resounding no with a dissenting judgment by Curtis J. The 
rationale, in a strictly constructionist manner, sought to anchor the decision in an idealistically de-
historicized fixed eternal past (my italics), reflecting the apparent original intention of the Constitution, and 
this despite the echo of the Declaration of Independence (1776), “We hold these truths to be self-evident, 
that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that 
among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.” In 1992 Scalia J. as Julian Burnside SC writes, 
“no bleeding-heart liberal in matters of construction,” said that “…the Court was covered with dishonor 
and deprived of legitimacy by the Dred Scott decision.” After the Civil War the effect of the decision was 
overturned by the fourteenth amendment to the US Constitution. See Julian Burnside, Watching Brief: 
Reflections on Human Rights, Law and Justice, (Scribe, 2007), 273-279. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: 
THE CHALLENGE AND PURPOSE OF PHILOSOPHY: 
HEARING THE CRY OF HISTORICAL REALITY: IGNACIO ELLACURIA 
The liberating function of philosophy that implies the 
liberation of philosophy’s own ideologizing function, 
whilst at the same time the liberation of all who are subject 
to domination, can only fully develop once it understands 
and participates as philosophy in the historical praxis of 
liberation. Apart from this praxis, it is difficult for 
philosophy to constitute itself as such, even more so as 
liberating, and even more difficult as that which really 
contributes to liberation. 
Ignacio Ellacuría
1
 
Ellacuría’s Turn to Historical Reality: 
Philosophy’s Apprehension of Historical Reality through  
Historical Intelligence 
Zubiri’s attack upon idealism was grounded in the conviction that philosophy has 
been characterized by a deep-seated detachment from reality that has made it in effect 
blind to reality. For Zubiri, the emphasis lay upon formulating a new type of 
philosophical realism, characterized by a new idea of intelligence and a new idea of 
reality, where both are co-actualized.
2
 In doing so, he sought to avoid the extremes of 
                                                 
1 Ellacuría, “Función liberadora” in EP I, 120, first published in ECA, No. 435-436, (1985), 45-64. 
2 Samour notes the difference with both Hellenic and post-Hellenic (Christian) philosophy in a 
most illuminating manner. He writes, “Ellacuría is above all interested in the horizon in which Zubirian 
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idealism and materialism, dualism and monism, and succeeded in proposing the category 
of reality as the transcendental dimension of all things, molding it into an intra-mundane 
metaphysic. Through this, the basis was provided for a way forward to equip both 
materially and formally an interpretation and transformation of the world.
3
 Even so, for 
Ellacuría, Zubiri had still not quite got there. For amongst other things, the “pure 
character of his philosophy” that lent itself to significant levels of abstraction, did not at 
first blush appear to help the so-called “second” philosophers, whose preoccupation was 
to deal with more immediate spheres of reality.
4
 Indeed, Ellacuría was acutely aware of 
the possibility of the re-appropriation of Zubiri’s pure philosophy for traditionalist ends, 
its reversal back into the old traditionalist trap or at the very least its instrumentalization 
with the effect of its being stripped of any critical potential. In order to avoid this, he 
understood that what was needed was a painstaking and creative deepening of Zubiri’s 
                                                                                                                                                 
philosophy moves. For the Greek world the horizon in which philosophy is contained is ultimately in that 
where mobility and change are accounted for. Within this broad horizon, philosophy can enjoy a range of 
objects: being, entity, substance, idea, essence and so on. On the other hand, Christian post-Hellenic 
philosophy has as its horizon the task of explaining nihilism. This Christian horizon, according to Zubiri, 
taken up in the period from Augustine to Hegel, is onto-theological in nature. From this particular horizon, 
the philosophies abandon the scrutinizing of natural reality in favor of subjective rationality. Whilst the 
Greek horizon is defined by a rationality grounded in the thing itself, for the Christian horizon rationality 
belongs to the subject (and ultimately to the absolute subject, God), leading to the conclusion that the world 
is the product of the logos; a conclusion drawn by reason itself. In Zubiri rationality (the logos) passes to 
be a secondary consideration, since it itself is grounded in an altogether more radical context where 
intelligence and reality are co-actualized; the context of sentient activity of the human animal, prior to all 
cognitive or conscious act, or any concept, judgment, interpretation or rationale,” my translation and 
italics. Samour, “Zubiri y la filosofía de la liberación” at www.uca.sv, accessed September 16, 2011. 
3 Ellacuría, “Aproximación a la obra completa de Xavier Zubiri,” EF III, 371. 
4 While acknowledging this, Ellacuría nevertheless defended Zubiri arguing that Zubiri did 
nevertheless manage themes that were not altogether so abstract in themselves: Ellacuría writes, “The pure 
character of his philosophy does not make the task easy for ‘second’ philosophers who wish to refer 
philosophically to more immediate spheres of reality: even so, it should be kept in mind that Zubiri himself 
has philosophically examined problems that are not so abstract, such as those of metaphysics and some 
aspects of his philosophy of intelligence,” Ibid., 371, my translation. 
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philosophy with particular attention given to its capacity to actually hear the cry of 
historical reality (my italics). Only thus could philosophy be at the service of the 
illumination and transformation of the developing world, marked by its mass poverty and 
oppression; something that Zubiri, the European, had never had to confront.
5
 
In this chapter the intention is to enter into Ellacuría’s deepening application of 
Zubiri, explaining his turn to historical reality and its implications, about which, until the 
publication of his Filosofía de la realidad histórica in the last decade of the twentieth 
century, there had been little clarity.
6
 I shall do so in three broad stages, moving from the 
                                                 
5 Ellacuría writes, “All in all, it is important to emphasize that only after a painstaking and creative 
deepening of his [Zubiri’s] thought and after a development of its capacity to really hear the call of reality, 
is it possible to overcome a mere mechanical repetition of it, so as to be able to put it at the service of the 
illumination and transformation of realities; that he himself never confronted,” Ibid., 371, my translation. 
6 In the early part of his article “La propuesta filosófica de Ignacio Ellacuría,” ECA, Vol. 61, No. 
697-698, (2006), 1238-1248, also included in part in Samour’s Voluntad de liberación, 21-43, Samour, sets 
out the place of philosophy in Ellacuría’s scheme. According to Samour, for some time after Ellacuría’s 
death, philosophy’s place within the broader scheme of his thought was by no means clear; in large part due 
to the fact that much of Ellacuría’s philosophical effort remained unpublished. He writes, “This led to the 
impression that there was really not a coherent and original philosophical corpus, but rather a series of 
fortuitous works, more or less original and thought-provoking, but fundamentally dedicated to the 
circulation of Zubirian philosophy. Indeed the impression was that Ellacuría was more a theologian than a 
philosopher. It was also difficult to see the connection and theoretical unity between his final articles in 
which he expressed his intention of establishing a philosophy of liberation in response to Latin American 
reality, and his earlier more Zubirian works. It appeared then that his philosophical project of liberation was 
just a fortunate event, more influenced by his theology of liberation, but with no relevant theoretical 
connection with Zubiri’s philosophy,” 1238, my translation. With the posthumous publication of his 
Filosofía de la realidad histórica all this changed; things started to fall into place. In this work, Ellacuría 
creatively appropriated Zubirian epistemological, anthropological and metaphysical insights in order to 
provide a basis for the philosophical concept of historical praxis; and this for specific political ends – to 
think through and to shed light upon a particular historical praxis of liberation for Latin America. In other 
words, all of Ellacuría’s latter work from the mid 1960s amounted in one way or another to an attempt to 
build a philosophy of liberation upon the foundation of his philosophy of history. For Ellacuría such an 
initiative was essential, given his conviction about the inadequacy of the then current political praxis within 
Latin America. Of mostly Marxist inspiration, it lacked, according to Ellacuría, an adequate understanding 
of historical reality’s true character. For Ellacuría, what was necessary was recognition of those essential 
elements of historical reality grounded in Zubirian intramundane metaphysics: namely reality’s structural 
unity, openness and dynamism, summed up in the term “open materialist realism,” the maximum concrete 
expression of which, it will be remembered, includes human reality in its social and historical unfolding. 
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more abstract to the more concrete, from the more theoretical to the more practical, from 
the more implicitly Christian to the more explicitly Christian.
7
 First, I shall refer to 
discussion of his philosophy of historical reality and the place of the human being within 
it. In coming to an understanding of this area, it will become evident as to how Ellacuría 
takes-up from Zubiri and then moves beyond him; to appropriate a biblical metaphor, 
placing old wine in new wineskins.
8
 Second, I shall trace the development of his later 
thought, his philosophy of liberation in historical reality. Here, over time, Ellacuría 
developed a sort of double dimensionality: initially a political philosophy where history is 
understood as revelatory of reality,
9
 and then a more full-blown philosophy of liberation, 
directed to an historical and concrete praxis of liberation from the popular majorities of 
Latin America. Central to the discussion of his political philosophy will be an 
examination of philosophy’s critical function and place, especially its correct 
historicization as a power for de-ideologization. Central to the discussion of his explicit 
philosophy of liberation will be an examination of liberation philosophy’s practical 
priority for a civilization of poverty, or as Sobrino has termed it, “austerity,” over a 
civilization of capital. In pursuing both these lines of inquiry, what will be uppermost in 
                                                 
7 For this discussion I am indebted to the thought of Samour, who authoritatively develops the 
evolution of Ellacuría’s philosophical thought in considerable detail. See Voluntad de liberación, chapters 
3-5. 
8 This term of “new wineskins” really reaches back to the earlier footnoted discussion about the 
principle of aufhebung in the Introduction, n.8, where Ellacuría’s thought is described by Samour as 
dialectical in nature in the sense that he moves beyond Zubiri while conserving aspects of Zubiri: “It is 
about a philosophical proposition or idea that is developed in concentric circles, where the initial circle 
remains contained in a bigger circle, and this in its turn is subsumed in a following circle that includes 
those prior,” Samour, Voluntad de liberación, 30. 
9 This in effect means that his political philosophy is comprehended as an historical philosophy. 
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my approach will be to underscore Ellacuría’s magnificent preoccupation: philosophy’s 
concrete responsibility and burden for Latin American liberation. 
Ellacuría: Philosophy Of Historical Reality: In ‘New Wineskins’ 
How does Zubirian metaphysics enable Ellacuría to establish the claim that 
history is the ultimate realization of reality? Indeed what does this claim actually mean 
and just how does this claim permit him to move philosophy forward in a liberative 
direction? In answer to these questions I turn to three basic areas within his rationale: the 
first the so-called structure of reality; the second the ground of reality and the third the 
human in reality.
10
 The first underscores intramundane reality’s essential cohesive, 
dynamic and developmental character, as it builds forward. The second underscores 
historical reality’s essential materiality, with the insistence against idealism of reality as 
the ground of everything.
11
 The third underscores the place and function of the human in 
historical reality as choices are made among possibilities, capacity is built and ethics 
become a central aspect of life and living. In arriving at these insights, philosophy comes 
to assume the all-important task of the discovery and liberation of the fullest that reality 
offers: history’s own realization. 
                                                 
10 In explaining these three themes I have drawn upon Ellacuría’s own material along with the 
secondary sources of Héctor Samour, Antonio González, José Joaquín Castellón Martín and David 
Gandolfo, However I have found Burke’s treatment to be extraordinarily rich and have drawn upon his 
structure as a way of structuring my own discussion. See Burke S.J., The Ground Beneath the Cross, 53-68. 
11 This terminology is typically Zubirian and Ellacurían and takes-up from chapter 4, “Zubiri’s 
Turn to Reality,” in particular where I discuss the insight that “reality is the origin and end of everything 
else, and being, existence and meaning sprout within and from reality. 
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Reality’s Structure 
In the first instance, not unlike Zubiri, Ellacuría insists that intramundane reality 
is one, that there exists a prior and primary unity to reality that effectively grounds all 
relations and functions. In stating as much, what is fundamental to his approach is that 
reality actually unfolds according to the real necessities and demands of specific 
historical situations. In so arguing, Ellacuría clearly “emits metaphysical overtones,”12 
but as Burke correctly claims, his thesis “…emerges from an investigation that shares 
much in common with theories of knowledge, ethics and politics best described as post-
metaphysical.”13 Further, this unity as unity is marked by an intra-connectedess through 
its religation and respectivity. The former refers to the power of the real that binds reality 
to its fundament, to reality as more,
14
 while the latter refers to, as noted in the earlier 
discussion about Zubiri, the power that links any real thing to any other real thing in 
reality.
15
 Finally, reality while a unity remains nevertheless a differentiated unity. As 
Ellacuría confirms, “The whole of intramundane reality constitutes a single physical unity, 
                                                 
12 Burke S.J., The Ground Beneath the Cross, 54. 
13 Ibid. 
14 Religación or religation, as it is usually translated, is an important concept for both Zubiri and 
Ellacuría. It is especially important as a tool for explaining human connectedness to reality. Its importance 
lies in the perspective that existence is not imposed from outside but rather human beings find themselves 
linked to something that is not extrinsic but which antecedently makes us to be; Xavier Zubiri, Nature, 
History and God, 327. To be religated (religare, religio) means “to be tied back” or connected to the source 
of existence, to that from which life itself comes. It is this same religation that also serves as the force with 
which the power of the real moves the human being forward to self-realization; Xavier Zubiri, “El 
problema teologal del hombre,” in Teología, y mundo contemporáneo: Homenaje a Karl Rahner en su 70 
cumpleaños, ed, A. Vargas-Machuca, 55-64. What in effect religates existence also religates the world. I 
shall be taking this theme up in Chapter 6. 
15 See chapter 4, “Reality’s Openess.” 
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both complex and differentiated, in such a way that neither the unity nullifies the 
differences or the differences the unity.”16 
What is central here, it may be remembered, is that this unity in its differentiated-
ness, in its respectivity, is reality as it actually is, reality in its concreteness. In other 
words, like Zubiri, Ellacuría will have nothing to do with philosophical idealism’s 
absolute priority for the human subject over reality, for the proposition that it is the 
human subject who takes reality on board as a unitary entity, which otherwise is really 
totally atomized.
17
 
Now reality while a unity is also, contends Ellacuría, structurally and intrinsically 
dynamic, and this in itself explains the continuity of change; namely that there is no need 
to assume or presuppose an outside force directing change – rather reality’s dynamism 
actually permits it.
18
 As intrinsically dynamic, reality and dynamism are one; to be real is 
to be dynamic, to be constituted, to have structure, and to have functionality and 
                                                 
16 Ellacuría, “El objeto de la filosofía,” in EPI, 76. 
17 It is in this context that Ellacuría challenges Kant’s view that the unity of the “sensible” is a 
necessity of reason and a contribution of reason in the experience. He argues, “But they are two quite 
distinct things, to affirm that the whole of reality is discovered by no more than intelligence, and to affirm 
that it is reason that imposes upon reality a unity that reality dos not have of itself,” Ibid., 77, my 
translation. It is also of note that Ellacuría insists that philosophy must follow what the sciences have 
slowly learnt over and against the rule of the senses and appearances; namely the unity of the real in real 
things. This for instance, he contends, has been convincingly demonstrated in the theory of evolution with 
the procedural origin of everything where superior forms of matter and life cannot appear in the absence of 
the existence and permanence of the inferior; something also confirmed in unified field theory and particle 
theory. 
18 Chapter, 4, “Reality’s Dynamism”; also as observed later in this chapter, Ellacuría’s perception 
of historical reality as intrinsically dynamic sets him apart from Hegel and Engels. While they, Zubiri and 
Ellacuría, concur as to history’s unity,(“El objeto de la filosofía,” EP I, 76, FRH 30), for Ellacuría 
especially, concrete history never originates, progresses or is guaranteed by a so-called “macro-subject,” as 
resorted to by Hegel in his “Absolute Spirit” or Engels in “matter.” 
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effectiveness. In other words, dynamism does not wait until something is constituted in 
order to appear. Another way of putting this is that dynamism is inscribed in the very 
reality of each thing and each thing is transcendentally dynamic. Reality then is from 
itself (por sí) dynamic and of itself (de suyo) dynamic. It is neither the subject-of 
dynamism nor subject-to dynamism, as if that dynamism were extrinsic to it. It is through 
this innate dynamism that reality gives of itself (dar de sí)
19
 – something that amounts to 
an unfolding, a straightening-out between what it is ‘of itself’ and what it can actually 
‘give’. The process however, as Ellacuría says, is one “in a way that does not break-apart 
the ‘of itself’, but maintains a unitary tension that would normally imply a change; in 
principle a change that transcends, that surpasses that which always being ‘the same’ 
never is quite “the same.”20 
Next, for Ellacuría reality is dialectical in nature, although it needs to be said that 
he is measured about this point. Important to understanding his nuance is the fact that his 
primary dialogical partner, especially during his latter involvements in the 1970s, was 
Marxism. As a philosophy seriously committed to social transformation, it was not 
surprising that Marxism and Ellacuría’s own approach might have had some similarities – 
structural dynamism and dialectical dynamism coincided in some areas. For both, each 
real thing is affirmed in its unity and its differentiated parts receive their authentic reality 
in the whole; for both, reality is structurally dynamic; and for both, reality forms a 
                                                 
19 See chapter 4, “Reality’s Dynamism.” 
20 Ellacuría, “El objeto de la filosofía,” in EPI, 79. 
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physical and dynamic unity. The most important difference however is the place and 
function of negation. Here two points require mention. The first, given Ellacuría’s 
rigorous commitment to historical reality, is that he is particularly careful to avoid giving 
quarter to any mere mechanistic application of dialectic, or still further any idealistic 
appropriation of dialectic – presumably the very reason for Zubiri’s reluctance to use it.21 
Additionally there is the question of the Hegelian proposition that negation serves as a 
principle of creation.
22
 Ellacuría clearly does entertain real sympathy for the idea, as 
Burke indicates, in as much as it correlates to some Christian understandings of reality 
and life: the dying seed that furnishes new life, the resurrection that comes post-death, the 
reign of God that comes through following Jesus and denying ones-self.
23
 Still, for 
Ellacuría, the crucial question, the question that really lies prior to Christian theology, is 
whether dialectic actually serves constructively and truthfully for understanding reality 
itself. Here he offers a qualified but generally positive response, in as much as negation is 
a principle of creation, a qualitative leap forward insinuating new paths. In other words, 
                                                 
21 Castellón comments with regard to Ellacuría’s ultimately positive arguments about historical 
dialectic that Ellacuría seemed if not of two-minds at least not entirely sure about dialectic and its place 
within his own scheme. He writes, “In these texts, frequently it seems that he was somewhat fearful of 
betraying reality on the altar of mere mental logic; as if the use of dialectic responds to logical necessities 
and was a concession to idealism. But at the same time he knows that many liberative historical processes 
have a clear dialectic structure and that that is precisely the perspective from which he believes that it is 
more faithful to reality. We find a doubting Ellacuría, rethinking his own solution to a crucial problem, 
without yet knowing how to articulate these two truths,” Castellón, Ellacuría y la filosofía de la praxis, 67-
68, my translation. 
22 See Robert Tucker, Philosophy and Myth in Karl Marx, (London and New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 1972), 57-60. Tucker sums up well the dialectic of history in Hegelian thought. 
23 Burke S.J., The Ground Beneath the Cross, 57. 
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negation is the necessary form for the positive to make itself present. Negation then for 
Ellacuría “does not annihilate its contrary but only annuls and overcomes it.”24 
Dialectic’s positive role accepted, the second point is that Ellacuría proceeds to 
build upon his understanding of reality’s structure by proposing that it is not just in some 
sense a dynamic and dialectical totality, but is also “a process of realization where ever 
higher forms of reality emerge from, retaining but elevating those forms that precede 
them.”25 This constituted the very heart of Zubiri’s system, although its veracity never 
relied as such upon the theory of evolution, but as Ellacuría suggests, “in the empirical 
verification which that theory provides....”26 Indeed as Ellacuría points out, even without 
a theory of evolution, Zubiri’s thesis was quite capable of standing in the light of its 
description of the structure of reality. Accordingly he attests, 
Even if there had not been evolution, it is quite possible to show how the realities 
that we call superior contain in themselves the inferior, and they contain them not 
just as a burdensome residue, but rather as a positive and active principle. So the 
dynamisms of the purely material make themselves present and operative in the 
dynamisms of life and the dynamisms of life in those of animality, and those of 
sensing animality in those of human reality and those of human reality in those of 
social and historical reality. This is a verification that is more or less complex, but 
in the final analysis a verification all the same. What the theory or fact of 
evolution adds is the process oriented explanation of why the inferior or lower 
levels make themselves present in the superior or higher levels, and how the 
                                                 
24 Ellacuría, “El objeto de la filosofía,” in EPI, 82. 
25 Ibid., 83. I have here used Burke’s translation with the difference that the term he uses 
“preceded” I have retained the present indicative “precede”; either is acceptable since the Spanish does not 
use this verb at all, but rather the term “las anteriores,” meaning ‘earlier forms’. Burke S.J., The Ground 
Beneath the Cross, 57. 
26 Burke S.J. The Ground Beneath the Cross, 58. 
202 
 
superior come from the inferior, how they maintain the inferior and finally how 
they transcend the inferior without nullifying them.
27
 
But what does this process of realization where ever higher forms of reality 
(grados de realidad) emerge actually mean, especially when realities themselves vary; 
where for instance life presumably differs from matter, as another form of reality 
altogether?
28
 The point here is that the ascending process that characterizes reality, is not 
limited to the quantitative but extends as well to the qualitative, in the sense that “[T]he 
world of real things is not just open to new real things but to new forms of reality as 
such.”29 As Ellacuría explains, the human is a material being in as much as the very 
dynamisms of matter have given birth to a new reality that elevates, assumes and 
transcends materiality until making of it living matter; and all this without life ceasing 
from being strictly material. The underlying principle therefore is that superior forms of 
reality are actually present in the earlier forms. Nevertheless, without ceasing from being 
what they are they become something else, precisely in virtue of the unity of everything 
of which they form a part. That said however, Ellacuría points out that within the inferior 
forms the superior forms are not actually given. Accordingly it is impossible to say just 
what a reality is or will be until it gives all of itself (ella misma dé-todo-de-sí), just as it is 
impossible to say what superior reality is by reducing it to the inferior forms from which 
                                                 
27 Ellacuría, “El objeto de la filosofía,” in EPI, 83, my translation. 
28 Ibid., 84. 
29 Ibid. 
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it comes.
30
 In essence then Ellacuría is clear that the structure of reality is radically 
dynamic, quite capable of generating something absolutely new, but still within the same 
unified totality of the real. 
Finally, along with the centrality of reality as a unity, as dynamic, as in some 
sense dialectical and ascending, Ellacuría proposes that philosophy’s object must be 
historical reality. For Ellacuría, historical reality is understood as intramundane 
metaphysics, not just because of its encompassing and totalizing character but also 
because it constitutes the supreme manifestation of reality itself.
31
 In other words 
historical reality amounts to the ultimate form of intramundane reality. As he writes, 
So by “historical reality” is understood the totality of reality as it gives itself 
unitarily in its qualitatively highest form. This specific form of reality is history, 
where we are given not just the highest form of reality but the place of the 
maximum possibilities of the real…In short then the historical is taken as the 
realm of the historical, more than historical contents. In that realm the issue 
concerns its reality; what reality gives of it-self and what it reveals of itself in 
history.
32
 
Here three points require attention: the first concerning the unification of history 
and reality; the second concerning the role of the human being within historical reality; 
and the third the social, political, economic and cultural dimensions of historical reality. 
                                                 
30 Ibid., 85. Castellón immediately links this process of reality assuming ever higher forms, with 
the moral challenge of human beings making choices – something that Ellacuría develops elsewhere. He 
writes, “If there are some realities that are poorer than others, we have to choose in favor of those richer 
realities in reality: in those will be revealed to us what is in truth reality. But this elevation of reality cannot 
be interpreted as maturation or development in a substantialist manner consistent with Hegel. If in order to 
work out reality’s dynamism, we take as a mental comparison, the seed of a tree, never will we discover the 
authentic complexity of the real,” Castellón, Ellacuría y la filosofía de la praxis, 70, my translation. 
31 Ellacuría, “El objeto de la filosofía,” in EPI, 85, quoted by Burke.S.J., The Ground Beneath the 
Cross, 59. 
32 Ibid., 87. 
204 
 
With regard to the unification of history and reality, historical events are not 
simply the sum total of “discrete historical happenings” or the “various events that 
happened in history,” but instead events realized in the realm of “the historical”. 
Accordingly the historical has to do with the “field, sphere or area of reality,”33 the place 
of reality’s ultimate realization, as well as “the unity underlying the various historical 
happenings, the contents of that realization.”34 This unity is given in reality, as Burke 
states so crisply, by reality emerging “through the totality of history’s actors, authors, 
editors and auditors, all the players, all the parts, the audience, the stage and every other 
aspect of the cosmic theater…,”35 but without such unity actually imposed by any of 
these. 
Regarding the role of the human being within historical reality; historical reality 
amounts to the qualitatively highest form of reality, where something “new” and 
something “more” appears. Central to this is human activity; as stated earlier, human 
praxis.
36
 In a nutshell, human praxis is “the creation of the “plus” of reality at the 
metaphysically qualitative level of historical reality.”37 As such, history becomes in 
                                                 
33 Burke S.J., The Ground Beneath the Cross, 59. 
34 Ibid. 
35 Ibid. This expression of Burke’s reflects Ellacuría’s own language as he writes, “For this reason 
the human being is agent, executor of the continuity of action; is author, decider of projects; is actor, 
fulfiller of the way forward, the destiny that has become his to live,” Ellacuría, FRH, 349. 
36 Chapter 4, “Reality’s Dynamism.” 
37 Samour, “Historia, praxis y liberación en el pensamiento de Ignacio Ellacuría,” 7, at 
www.uca.sv, accessed March, 23 2010. 
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essence a process of capacity building,
38
 a process that amounts to a quasi-creation. This 
is so for two basic reasons: first, because actions are realized from the benchmark of 
particular possibilities and particular capacities that in their turn were actualized 
previously; and second, because nature with all its power and faculties locates the human 
being in a place that is genuinely open to the real, while additionally the human being in 
his own nature can and must transcend himself through his praxis, thereby creating 
capacities for self-realization. In this sense therefore, the historical process of increasing 
capacity is both physical and metaphysical. To this end Ellacuría writes, 
[C]apacity building is a process through which there becomes incorporated into 
the subject in question, a being able-to be able, a being able to facilitate, a being 
able to make possible. It is not an absolutely unlimited enabling, since it functions 
in accord with the limitations of powers and faculties, in addition to what reality 
as the root and realm of possibility actually offers in each case.
39
 
                                                 
38 The term in Spanish that Ellacuría consistently uses is “capacitación.” It is a difficult word to 
translate into English: to my mind the best alternative in this context of the discussion of historical reality is 
“capacity building.” 
39 Ellacuría, FRH, 554. This question of the limitations of possibilities within the limits of powers 
and faculties of a particular time and place, Ellacuría explains in terms of the altura procesual or 
processive height; for Ellacuría history implies this. This realistic reservation with regard to what reality as 
the realm of possibility actually offers or allows at any given period is especially significant when one takes 
into account the history of Marxist utopian movements. During the years of the Popular Unity government 
of Chile (1970-1973), under the leadership of the president, Salvador Allende, the expectations as to what 
was really possible became so over-heated as to be quite unrealistic. Eugenio Tironi, writes in retrospect, 
“Our ‘omnipotence appeared to have no insurmountable social limits…We were the producers of a 
historical movement – progressive, ever ascending, multifaceted, totalizing and consistent…We 
transcended ourselves because we felt an active part of a people of destiny, of a nation, of a responsible 
history. We were so convinced that we believed that what we were thinking and doing had never been done 
before, leading us to look back at the past with an air of scorn, condemning it for its lack of 
fruitfulness….During the government of Salvador Allende, this experience (or culture)…came to 
paroxysmal levels. Nothing characterized this time better than the priority of the activity of each and every 
individual, the liberation of the repressed energies of the people, the appropriation of the country by its 
most genuine inhabitants. It was like an explosion of ‘popular omnipotence’, which detonated – more than 
any mere expropriation – terror in many people.” Eugenio Tironi, “Solo ayer eramos Dioses,” La torre de 
Babel: ensayos de crítica y renovación política, (Santiago de Chile: Ediciones Sur, 1984), 19, my 
translation. 
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Finally, while historical reality as the object of philosophy stands as a 
metaphysical category where reality is more reality, it also – and this is crucial to 
Ellacuría in his Latin American groundedness – applies to the social, political, economic 
and cultural dimensions of historical reality; dimensions summed-up under the rubric of 
the “social reign of freedom.”40 As Ellacuría so eloquently puts it, 
It is the whole of reality assumed into the social reign of freedom; it is reality 
exhibiting its richest manifestations and possibilities, still in its dynamic state of 
development, but already having reached the qualitative metaphysical level from 
which reality continues giving of itself: and this from the same subsoil of 
historical reality, intramundane historical reality.
41
 
History’s Materiality 
While reality’s structure goes to the heart of explaining history’s dynamic 
movement forward where ever higher forms of reality emerge, for Ellacuría the insistence 
upon history’s materiality had different purposes: namely to refute idealism inherent to 
much post-Hegelian thought and to reach and penetrate historical reality and “the truth of 
things.” In order to do this, he appeals to historical reality’s material and biological roots 
                                                 
40 Ellacuría, “El objeto de la filosofía,” in EPI, 86. 
41 Ibid., 86. Castellón writes with regard to the grounded-ness of Ellacuría’s philosophy of 
historical reality, “The object of philosophy seen in these terms, philosophical activity does not have to be 
situated upon intellectual horizons distant from the present socio-historical times. On the contrary it is in 
the most recent events where we shall find the dynamism and reality that furnishes meaning to the whole. 
And this opens up a window of perception. It is possible and necessary to do philosophy from the historical 
present, without allowing oneself to be carried away by the fashions and deceits of the mass media; but in 
the same breath without abandoning what is most important and most concerns us; our own world,” 
Castellón, Ellacuría y la filosofía de la praxis, 74. 
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(and of course the human within it).
42
 What is of particular interest in this endeavor is the 
manner in which he challenges what has been to all intents and purposes the dominant 
dualistic view; that is to say that the material and biological,’ in other words, the natural, 
stands over and against the historical, where the natural and the historical are mutually 
exclusive, where history is not-nature and nature is not-history; where the natural in one 
way or another remains unsullied by history.
43
 In fact Ellacuría not only challenges this 
view, but asserts the exact opposite, suggesting that “history emerges from material 
nature and remains indissolubly linked to it.”44 In arguing for history’s materiality as the 
grounds for historical reality’s formal unity, along with his insistence upon the material 
foundations of the human being in society, he proposes “four moments”: matter, space, 
time and life. 
The question of what matter actually is, is not without its problems.
45
 In citing the 
work of María Luz Pintos on Ellacuría’s view of historical reality, Burke comments, 
“what exists primarily are not material things which are each by themselves individual 
unities, something independent; rather all of them form an original and single unity 
                                                 
42 Burke makes the point by saying, “To put this in another way, a post-idealist comprehension of 
history must both analyze the grounds of history and address their manner of being historical.” Burke S.J., 
The Ground Beneath the Cross, 60. 
43 Ibid., 61. Burke says, “The word, ‘natural’ is often used to refer to that which has not been 
sullied by history.” 
44 Ellacuría, FRH, 49, quoted by Burke S.J., ibid. 
45 As Burke S.J., reminds us, “The relationship of matter to material things and the problematic but 
necessary question – what is matter? – lead into a metaphysical and scientific labyrinth older than Aristotle 
and denser than Einstein.” Ibid. 
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among themselves: that is matter itself.”46 In other words, matter has to do with the 
essence of material things, but as a structuring principle, as structures of notes. As Burke 
puts it, “What formally and immediately determines matter is the unity of the system 
itself, its structural character together with the content of all the notes which pertain to a 
material thing. Those ultimate notes, foundational of all the rest and determinative of 
what they are in their primary unity, equal matter itself.”47 The fundamental conclusion 
therefore that flows from this is that matter “grounds both the unity and multiplicity of 
historical reality.”48 As Ellacuría would have it, “Matter is a constitutive positional 
structure: by reason of its structural character it is a multiple unity and by reason of its 
positional character it is a unitary multiplicity.
49
 As Burke says, “Matter includes both 
mass and energy and for this reason, exhibits both static and dynamic characteristics. It 
                                                 
46 María Luz Pintos, “La realidad histórica en Ignacio Ellacuría: Fundamentación para una 
filosofía de la historia comprometida,” in Estudios eclesiásticos, No. 262-263, (1992), 337, quoted in Burke 
S.J., The Ground Beneath the Cross, 61. The translation is Burke’s. 
47 Ellacuría, FRH 53, cited by Burke S.J., ibid. Behind this stands Zubiri’s discussion of the 
relationship between the unity of matter and the differentiation among material things. Zubiri writes, 
“Essentiality belongs to both terms, to unity and to the notes, but to each in a different way. Unity is the 
absolute term. Based on itself, it is actual in the notes as something prior to them. Its essentiality consists in 
conferring essential reality on, in ‘essentiating’ the notes. These notes are in their turn actualized in unity, 
and for this reason their essentiality consists in being ‘notes-of’, in being ‘essentiated’. The way in which 
unity is actual in the essence is then different from the way in which its notes are being actual: the unity is 
actual by being ‘in’ each note, and each note is actual as being ‘note-of’, ” Zubiri, On Essence, English 
translation, Burke, ibid, 71, n. 58 and also cited in Gandalfo, “Human Essence, History and Liberation: 
Karl Marx and Ignacio Ellacuría on Being Human,” 277. 
48 Burke S.J., ibid. 
49 Ellacuría, FRH, 52, cited by Burke S.J., ibid. 
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serves therefore, as the foundation of the unity and the intrinsic dynamism of reality, 
including historical reality.”50 
Material history is not only characterized by matter but also by spatiality; in other 
words the quality of being extended in space. Burke points out that “[I]n the same way 
that things emerge from other things and remain intrinsically united to all other things 
because of their materiality, they also have their own proper ‘position’ relative to all 
other things and within the whole of reality because of their spatiality. This having-a-
position operates as a structural principle of things.”51 This is of especial significance 
when it comes to the consideration of human reality and the human person. In keeping to 
his commitment to a materialist view of reality, Ellacuría insists that, “The mode of 
reality proper to the human continues being spatial. It breaks the limits of the basic spatial 
definition and even those of the basic definition of the cosmos, but from within these 
limits. The openness of the human is a sentient openness, sustained and conditioned by 
the organic limits themselves, which he can never abandon.”52 The point here is that 
Ellacuría is cautious in navigating his way between two extremes: the first a spiritualist 
idealization of the human where the spatial is virtually denied and the second a 
                                                 
50 Burke S.J., ibid. For a superbly illuminating explanation of the place of “notes” within the 
structure of reality see Antonio González, Introducción a la práctica de la filosofía: Texto de iniciación 
(San Salvador, UCA Editores, 2006), 153-157. This is not disconnected from the earlier discussion, chapter 
4, “Reality’s Dynamism” and this chapter, “Reality’s Structure,”  where reality is dynamic in the sense of 
from itself (por sí) and of itself (de suyo), where it is neither subject-to dynamism or the subject-of 
dynamism. 
51 Burke, ibid., 62. 
52 Ellacuría, FRH, 72, quoted by Burke S.J. in The Ground Beneath the Cross, 63, Burke’s 
translation. 
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materialistic interpretation that rejects openness altogether. In other words the human 
psycho-organic capacity to transcend spatiality in the mind does not dispense with the 
basic fact of the spatiality of the human, whilst at the same time any anthropology worthy 
of the name still cannot entirely ignore this psycho-organic capacity. Ellacuría 
accordingly asserts, 
The human occupies space, is defined by space and is really present in space. He 
can have this real presence, that is this window or opening to what reality has of 
reality and his own reality as his reality, because he is defined by an organic space 
and because he occupies a local space. The localization and the organic-ness of 
his space never disappear in his form of being really present. Many idealistic 
abstractions of the comprehension of the human and his history forget this modest 
dimension of the localization and the organic-ness of human spaces. On the other 
hand, many materialist abstractions forget that human reality assumes in its own 
way these distinct modes of being in space.
53
 
Summing this up, the crucial issue is that in light of the fact that reality is 
apprehended, seized upon where the human is situated, then all “…accounts of reality 
and all historical narratives betray the openness and limits of spatiality.”54 In turn this is, 
as we shall see, why Ellacuría places such a high premium upon the notion of place when 
it comes to the human’s encounter with reality, and place when it comes to the theorizing 
what the philosopher or indeed the theologian chooses to do about society.
55
 
Turning to the temporal; whilst intramundane realities present themselves as 
extended in space, they are also distended in time. All things, to the extent that they are 
material, also have a temporal aspect to them, and this temporality is due to reality’s 
                                                 
53 Ellacuría, FRH, 72, cited by Burke S.J., in The Ground Beneath the Cross, 63, my translation. 
54 Burke S.J., in The Ground Beneath the Cross, 63-64. 
55 See Burke’s conclusion, 64. 
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dynamism. What is central to understanding Ellacuría’s discussion of time is the nature of 
his purpose and motivation: namely to explain the temporal in terms of historical reality, 
to explain time as one of the material conditions of a unified and differentiated historical 
reality. Accordingly time possesses an exteriority, yes, but not one that is spatial, but 
instead successive. In this sense while matter enjoys substantivity, time does not: 
something that makes it appear illusory. Ellacuría contends accordingly, 
That the unifying thread of time does not have substantivity does not mean that 
time has no reality, i.e., that it is a concept or a pure intuition; it only means that 
its reality is not independent of its articulation with the now-present, an 
articulation so intrinsic that without it, the now-present not only would not be 
conceivable or intuitable, but simply would not exist.”56 
What follows from this is the inter-connectedness of time in that each moment is 
in real continuity with all other moments. In other words things in time do not exist as 
such, but “pass” or transcur temporally.57 Time is universal but this does not mean that all 
real things exist in some absolute time as such; time is universal but things have their 
own time. In this sense then “things devour time; time does not devour things. Time is 
always and only ‘time-of’ something, of something in process.”58 
                                                 
56 Ellacuría, FRH, 82, Gandalfo’s translation, “Human Essence, History and Liberation: Karl Marx 
and Ignacio Ellacuría on Being Human,” 280. 
57 This idea of time’s transcurrence is explained by Ellacuría as “Transcurrence consists in that the 
now-present itself is constitutively and formally a now-from-to, something that is open in itself and from 
itself to its own past and future,” Ellacuría, ibid., 82, my translation. Zubiri, from whom Ellacuría draws, 
explains this as “To the now-present’ is not added a moment of before and a moment of after, but rather, 
the now-present in itself is actually and formally a now-after-before; that is a now-from-to. The past and 
the future are the very formal structure of the now-present. Hence the now-present has in and of real 
temporal continuity with its own past and its own future,” Zubiri, Espacio, tiempo, material, (Madrid: 
Alianza Editorial, Fundación Xavier Zubiri), 1996, 237, cited by Ellacuría, FRH, 83, my translation. 
58 Ellacuría, FRH, 86 quoted in Burke S.J., in The Ground Beneath the Cross, 65. 
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But how is time understood to be historical? Zubiri offers four processes: in the 
physical, time has the nature of succession; in the biological, age; in the psychical, 
duration; and in the biographical/historical dimensions of life, “precession” – a capacity 
unique to sentient intelligence through which it can projectively anticipate within time. 
Historical time includes all of these dimensions since each accompanies humans “…as 
underlying, integral aspects of their properly biographical and historical processes.”59 
Finally in discussion about history’s materiality we come to life itself, to the 
biological foundation of history. In his bid to get close to reality, Ellacuría argues for 
history’s biological roots. In arguing this, he is clear about two fundamental confusions: 
the first, the idealist confusion that reduces history to the manifestation of the spirit and 
the second, the materialist confusion that reduces history to evolution.
60
 An adequate 
response to these two extremes falls between them: the posture of taking seriously the 
biological in the historical without over-emphasizing or ignoring its function.
61
 
                                                 
59 Burke S.J., in The Ground Beneath the Cross, 65. Ellacuría develops this theme of temporal 
structures in human reality in FRH, 420-439. 
60 Ellacuría writes, “To believe that history has nothing to do with biological evolution is a form of 
idealism and a falsification of history. But at the same time to believe that history is substantially the same 
thing as evolution, is as well a falsification of history, an unjustified materialism of history, an unjustified 
naturalization of the historical,” Ellacuría, FRH, 102, quoted by Burke S.J., in The Ground Beneath the 
Cross, 66, his translation. 
61 Ellacuría takes class conflict as an example of the need to not over-emphasize the biological 
dimension of survival, whilst still taking it seriously. He writes, “The social and the historical have a 
peculiarity that go beyond the biological consideration just as the vital has a peculiarity that goes beyond 
the mechanistic. The important and the difficult thing is to face up to each of these realities in line with 
their particular peculiarities. For example, the class struggle, seen simply as the prolongation of the 
biological struggle for existence, implies a reduction of the historical to the biological. It is quite possible 
that the biological moment of the struggle for existence is present in the class struggle, but this does not 
suppose that the class struggle may be reduced to it, or that one can study the latter with the same 
methodologies as the former. The biological is of first importance in history and it continues to be present 
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What is pivotal to Ellacuría’s discussion of the biological in history is the manner 
in which it actually concretizes his principle underscored earlier of the process of 
historical realization, where ever higher forms of reality emerge from, retaining but 
elevating those forms that precede them.
62
 Here the dynamism of the human species 
serves to give ultimate expression to history’s own dynamism.63 In speaking of the 
human species, Ellacuría is concerned to underscore the point that the term itself pertains 
to a physical feature that is present in each and every individual, in such a way that each 
individual “constitutes a schema of viable genetic replication through which other 
individuals can and do emerge from him.”64 Accordingly all individuals are linked to the 
others and each individual possesses the pattern of the species as a whole; in turn the 
whole species is manifested in each member. 
In the light of this biological connectivity three points are made: the first 
pertaining to the individual, the second to the social and the third to the historical. In the 
first, the species is not just the sum-total of equal individuals, but instead “a previous 
                                                                                                                                                 
in it but it is just one of the basic moments that in themselves are not formally historical, even though they 
constitute part of history’s whole,” Ellacuría, FRH, 93, my translation. 
62 This chapter, “Reality’s Structure,” also Burke S.J, in The Ground Beneath the Cross, 66. 
63 Concerning historical reality and human praxis see this chapter, “Reality’s Structure.” 
64 Ellacuría, FRH, 116, quoted by Burke S.J., in The Ground Beneath the Cross, 66, Burke’s 
translation. Burke discusses in his footnotes the place of the phylum in Ellacuría’s system and its 
connection with the species. He writes, “Therefore to belong to a species means to belong to a biologically 
specific phylum. But this can be approached from two sides: species here refers to the specific physical 
essence (i.e. the unity of constitutive characteristics) by means of which each member of the species 
belongs to the phylum; it also references the phylum itself, which is made up of all the individuals in it,” 
FRH 116-117, Burke, 72, n.74. Burke recurs to Pintos in registering the point of the biological specificity 
of the species’ schema without which the human would have no reality at all. Hence, “It is very important 
to keep this fact in view…for the schema of the species is so intrinsic to the very essence of the individual 
human that, without it, she would have no reality,” Burke’s translation, ibid. 
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primary unity that is pluralized in individuals.”65 In the second, the evolutionary 
development of the species exhibits continuity; it is because of this that the individuals 
share the same life. In the third, the species is prospective; it represents a genetic 
prospection or exploration, a creative future-ness. As Ellacuría suggests, “[I]t is not only 
that each individual has had genetic predecessors, and could have genetic successors with 
whom they share their lives. The phylum itself is prospective.”66 Now, it is this emphasis 
upon the role of the biologically grounded species in and for history that ensures for 
Ellacuría that the time of history is a biological time; that “history starts from, exists 
through and leads back to biogenetic structures.”67 History then escapes idealization on 
the one hand but equally a crude materialism. Burke gives superb expression to this, 
The beauty of this interpretation: it embraces the individual while at least formally 
overcoming individualism; it makes room for a serious description of human 
sociality and locates the ground of human solidarity in reality; it escapes the traps 
of idealism, for the elements essential to history, prospection and succession, are 
rooted in (without being reduced to) biology.
68
 
                                                 
65 FRH, 117, Burke’s translation, ibid., 67. 
66 Ibid. 117- 118, Burke’s translation, ibid. 67.This issue of “the connection between genetic 
exploration and history’s possibilities” as Burke refers to it, goes back to Zubiri; “Each human is 
prospective because he belongs to a phylum that as phylum is constitutively prospective... If the human did 
not have a biological genesis it would not be possible to speak of history. Through the biological beginning 
in its prospective dimension, humans not only maintain diversity while living together, but their 
individuality and their sociality have an historical character,” Ellacuría, FRH, 119; Xavier Zubiri, “La 
dimension histórica del ser humano,’ in Siete ensayos de antropología filosófica (Universidad Santo 
Tomás, 1982) 123-124. I have appropriated Burk’s translation. 
67 Burke S.J., in The Ground Beneath the Cross, 67. 
68 Ibid. Samour engages in a detailed discussion of the phylum in similar terms. He writes, “In this 
sense, Ellacuría sustains that the subject proper to history is the phylum, and in as much as the phylum 
forms a social body, it constitutes the reign of the impersonal; that is something that has to do with persons 
and only with persons, but that is not reduplicatively nor formally personal. Further, in as much as history 
is the reign of the impersonal and the collective, its ultimate subject cannot be isolated individuals, nor the 
sum total of them all, but instead the phylum and the social body…Accordingly the Ellacurían conception 
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The Human 
Having explored Ellacuría’s case for reality’s structure and history’s material 
grounds, it is clear that in the light of the place and role of human praxis in the former 
and the biological roots of the latter, an understanding of the human in history carries 
enormous significance. In his comparative work on Marx and Ellacuría, Gandalfo 
correctly argues that while “both thinkers ground their prescriptions for the way forward, 
the way for a better world, in a philosophical anthropology, a vision of what human 
beings are,”69 the fundamental difference is that Marx only assumes an implicit 
anthropology that is not well grounded, while Ellacuría’s is quite explicit. In sum, for 
Gandolfo it is Ellacuría’s anthropology that lies at the heart of things. This section 
examines the centrality of the human being in the scheme of things as the “reality animal.” 
In what follows I shall progressively unpack what that all important term means, through 
the dimensions already mentioned above of the personal, the social and the historical.
70
 
Fundamental to Ellacuría’s understanding of the human being is Zubiri’s 
depiction of him as the “reality animal”. Zubiri writes, 
                                                                                                                                                 
of history moves beyond the dualism of the historical and the personal, without either losing their own 
autonomy and formality, whilst at the same time radically overcoming idealist conceptions that reject the 
phyletic and impersonal aspect as much as crassly materialistic conceptions that minimize the individual 
character and personal participation in it,” Samour, Voluntad de la liberación, 95-96, my translation. For 
his broader analysis see 95-100. 
69 Gandolfo, “Human Essence, History and Liberation: Karl Marx and Ignacio Ellacuría on Being 
Human,” 326. 
70 See immediately above, end section of ‘History’s Materiality.” 
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The human being is a substantive reality, i.e. a closed and total system of psycho-
organic, constitutive notes.
71
 One of these is intelligence, i.e., the apprehension of 
the all (and of itself) as reality. To my way of seeing things this is the formal 
essence of the intelligence. This intelligence is formally and constitutively 
sentient: first and radically it apprehends the real sensing of its reality. Thanks to 
sentient intelligence, the human being behaves with all things and even himself, 
not only in terms of what they each determinately are in and of themselves, but he 
behaves as real with them as real: he lives from within reality. He is the reality 
animal.
72
 
In coming to this conclusion about human beings as reality animals, Zubiri takes a 
number of steps. First the human being is embedded in reality in a way that 
fundamentally differs from that of all other animals. The difference lies in the way in 
which he apprehends, feels affected by and responds to real things as real. In sum the 
difference lies in his “openness” to reality as mediated by his sentient intelligence.73 
Ellacuría takes this up in saying, 
                                                 
71 The concept of the psycho-organic is central to Zubiri’s view that the biological serves as a 
constitutive aspect of the human. Ellacuría explains that the fundamental biological notes of the human 
being that coalesce with the psychological notes to form a structural unity of sorts, do not lose their 
biological nature; in other words human reality remains formally biological whilst ultimately becoming part 
of the new constitution of a new human substantivity. Further this emphasis upon the human as psycho-
organic challenges what has become the dominant view in western idealism that the human being possesses 
a body or psyche, Rather, the human for Zubiri and Ellacuría is one in whom the biological and the 
psychological are integrated. Indeed in this way the biological amounts to a constitutive aspect of sentient 
intelligence itself. In this way the senses and the intelligence which function in unity perform the service of 
protecting the “biological viability” of the human species. Accordingly sentient intelligence carries forward 
the biological task of sustaining life. Later this will be mentioned as the basic explanation for why human 
intelligence necessarily is driven to construct ideologies as expressions of group interest. 
72 Zubiri, “La dimensión histórica de ser humano” in Realitas I, (Sociedad de estudios y 
publicaciones, 1974), 12. I have adopted Gandolfo’s translation here minus his emphases and his inclusion 
at points of the Spanish. The original term of Zubiri’s is strictly “animal de realidades,” translated as 
“animal of realities.” Zubiri’s meaning here is not so much an animal of realities but rather an animal 
oriented to realities. The point of the plural as Burke points out is “to emphasize that the human is ‘the 
animal oriented to the real in real things,” or again, ‘the animal that apprehends reality in real things.’ For 
this reason, ‘reality’ in the phrase ‘reality animal’ always denotes the ‘reality of real things’ and never an 
abstract (or worse idealistic) concept of reality,” Burke S.J., The Ground Beneath the Cross, 93, n. 8. 
73 See the earlier discussion in chapter 4 regarding reality’s openness, dynamism and human praxis 
according to Zubiri, and this chapter in the immediately preceding discussion regarding Ellacuría about 
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The human is animal because reality is only accessible to him in a sensible 
stimulatory manner. However he is not a pure animal since he does not remain 
enclosed in a stimulatory medium, but open to a real world (my italics). For this 
reason he is the reality animal, since he unitarily apprehends reality (my italics) in 
a stimulatory way. This amounts to much more than simply saying that all 
knowing starts with the senses (Aristotle, St Thomas) or begins with experience 
(Kant), for the essence of the issue is not simply contents, but much more 
fundamentally the mode or formality by which any content and not only the 
primary contents, is apprehended by the human.
74
 
Further, in speaking thus of the human as in and open to the real in contrast to the 
animal that experiences things as purely stimulatory, it is possible to say that the animal 
proceeds in the “making of itself” but not as the human who actually “realizes himself”. 
What does this distinction really mean? The point is that the human is never just 
immersed in a stimulatory situation but instead in a “real” situation where his activity is 
also correspondingly “real.” In other words, installed in reality, his activity is never 
locked into a circuit of mere stimuli and responses that exhaust themselves in the 
constitution of a surrounding environment. Rather, open to a real world, he is also open to 
his own character of reality and the character of reality of other things. Accordingly, 
when he actively actualizes and exercises this opening to reality, he gives himself to 
authentic self-realization where he comes to the point of an actualization of his personal 
reality in the sense of his personal being-in-the-world. Now what is crucial for Ellacuría 
                                                                                                                                                 
history’s structure and materiality. Worthy of note here is the manner in which the human in his 
embeddedness in reality is considered by Zubiri and Ellacuría to be essentially transcendental. The contrast 
here is with the animal which is only embedded amongst realities. The term transcendence has a particular 
Zubirian twist here: something that follows from my earlier treatment of Zubiri’s intramudane metaphysics 
where transcendentality is in reality; that the transcendental refers to the antecedency of the real to all 
modes of its apprehension – reality is prior to apprehension. 
74 Ellacuría, “Fundamentación biológica de la ética,” in EF III, 254, my translation. 
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in this actualization is that it has to do with the praxic affirmation of his own reality 
where he becomes an “I” (yo). This is not to suggest that the human becomes something 
that he was not before, but instead that there is a physical affirmation in reality through 
which he actualizes his own substantive reality as his (suya).
75
 There is then within this 
dynamic a process of “self-possession” through which the human reaches out for greater 
autonomy and control, gradually realizing his reality and himself-as-reality. That said 
such realization is never predictable or even clear but is always dynamic, open and free.
76
 
What is of particular significance here is the manner in which the Zubirian 
distinction between reality and being comes to assume importance for Ellacuría. It will be 
remembered that for Zubiri there is a certain priority of reality over being; that being, to 
use Samour’s term “hangs from reality.”77 But especially for Ellacuría, personal being is 
primarily the physical and “actional” affirmation of human reality in reality. In other 
words, reality continues to take priority, in as much as personal being is not in the first 
instance supported in an act of consciousness or even life – as idealism has maintained – 
but rather through what the person actually does (my italics) in caring for reality.
78
 It is 
then a reference to the physical before that of the intention. It is in caring for reality, 
                                                 
75 Zubiri, “Dimensión histórica del ser humano” in Realitas I, Sociedad de estudios y 
publicaciones, 15. 
76 See this chapter regarding historical reality and human praxis, “Reality’s Structure.” 
77 Samour, Voluntad de la liberación, 71. 
78 The term “caring for reality” it may be remembered, stems from Gandolfo’s more generalist or 
generic translation of the Spanish hacerse cargo de la realidad, a term that Ellacuría uses in several ways. 
Here I draw the term from Ellacuría’s FRH, 354 in his discussion of the individual and social dimension of 
personal reality and the human being. Gandolfo, “Human Essence, History and Liberation: Karl Marx and 
Ignacio Ellacuría on Being Human,” 223. 
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caring for himself and others as reality that the person’s own character is grounded in its 
capability of appraising and changing his environment, of opting for possibilities that 
transcend what mere nature permits, possibilities that result from human nature and its 
accompanying freedom.
79
 It is in this sense therefore, in and through the human that 
nature comes to realization; not however merely in history but most crucially as history, 
while never ceasing from being nature. 
Now while the human being as a reality animal is personal, he is also a social 
animal. Just as for Zubiri and Ellacuría there stands the basic priority of reality, so here 
there comes first the reality of coexistence and then the experience of it. As he puts it, 
“first is the reality of living and after the actual living of reality.”80 In other words, 
sociality (socialidad) just like individuality stands as a fundamental aspect of the human 
being. Further – and this is crucial to Ellacuría’s understanding – it is in apprehending 
reality as reality, in sentiently grasping the reality of the human species, in turning to 
others, that the human actualizes his own reality. In making this claim Ellacuría turns to 
the experience of the child.
81
 He writes, 
There are some mediating things from others that by their presence psycho-
biologically configure the life of a child. They are not limited to merely 
                                                 
79 This sense of the capacity to appraise and change his environment refers to the “absolute” 
dimension of the human being in as much as he stands out from and contrasts with the totality of the real. 
On the other hand he is “relative” in as much as he remains materially and temporally connected to the 
whole of intramundane reality. In other words, as Burke says, “At one and the same time he can appraise 
and change his environment. Yet he remains forever linked to and dependent on that same environment,” 
Burke S.J., in The Ground Beneath the Cross, 77. 
80 Ellacuría, FRH 210, “…primero es la realidad de la vivencia y después la vivencia de la 
realidad.” 
81 Ibid., 210-214. 
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generating, stimulating the conditions but rather actively direct the child’s steps 
and shape his life. It is not then that to the child others appear as similar beings to 
what he is and for that reason he approximates them; but rather that others 
impress upon the child the stamp of what they are and he emulates them. They not 
only transmit ab initio morphological similarities, but also constantly transmit 
psycho-biological similarities. It is not the child who projects his peculiarity or 
uniqueness upon others, but others, if you permit me the expression, who conform 
the child to their image and likeness. It is not therefore about a co-existential ‘how’ 
but primarily a physical and real ‘how’. There is of course an introduction of the 
child into the lives of those who surround him, but this intromission shapes their 
lives in a very different way to how they shape his.
82
 
Ellacuría’s discussion of the child brings home the idea that the human actually 
comes to realize himself through the human connection grounded in human sociality. In 
this sense therefore, “humanness comes to the human from outside.”83 But what is 
especially noteworthy is that the uniqueness of the human being is not impaired by others 
but rather enhanced: the human becomes unique “precisely in relationship with others.”84 
Finally under the banner of human sociality there remains the manner in which 
more broadly speaking the human relates to others. Clearly, as discussed above, there 
                                                 
82 Ibid., 212, my translation. 
83 Ibid., 213, my translation. Ellacuría writes, “ In this sense I would say, as Zubiri said in 1954, 
that the human comes to the human from outside: it is a first moment, something that is interiorized more 
than exteriorized: something that does not necessarily imply a process of domination, even if it lends itself 
to all forms of domination. What it does imply is a fundamental structure of human society, a concrete 
version that human beings initially have between themselves. The others shape my own life but what they 
actually shape is my own life that each one has to embrace each time with greater autonomy, each time in a 
more complete ab-solute way,” my translation, 213. 
84 Burke S.J., in The Ground Beneath the Cross, 81. Ellacuría writes with poise, “Thus the child 
becomes humanized through the physical intromission of other human beings in his own life. After the 
gradual physical hominization of his ‘morpho- genesis comes this gradual humanization of his onto-
genesis. Via his morpho-genesis there develops his human reality, and via his onto-genesis develops his 
being human. Further in this humanizing onto-genesis the initial moment is the configuration of his own 
life from that of others, the effective transmission and reception of a form of being in reality. With this is 
discovered his own humanity in the humanity of others (my italics) in such a way that he discovers others as 
human beings, when these others have humanized him through the intromission of the human in otherness 
within the very life of each person,” Ellacuría, FRH, 213, my translation. 
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exists the personal. However this dimension is manifestly inadequate to understand the 
dimension of human relationships when it comes to the public realm. It is in the public 
realm that the so-called impersonal relationships reign. For Ellacuría, such relationships 
are characterized by the predominance of function or role: that is to say that people are 
understood as having a place within the order of things. This is not to imply however any 
diminution of the personal, but rather that the personal exists in a social manner, that the 
human may become “humanized through the mediation of the impersonal.”85 
Still, this fundamental dimension of the impersonal leaves open the possibility 
within society not just for humanization but also its very opposite, dehumanization. It is 
in this context that Ellacuría uses the term “the public” (lo público).86 In Ellacurían usage 
the public refers not in the first instance to a particular living environment, but instead to 
the social as a physical presence, a physical intromission into life itself, where others 
appear offering things or indeed doing the exact opposite, impeding such an offer. 
Accordingly this public world physically “interiorizes” itself into the lives of individuals, 
shaping reality and determining their way of life for better or for worse. This Ellacuría is 
only too mindful of within El Salvador, as he comments, 
Upon entering this world, each person enters into a given public world, since this 
world physically interiorizes itself into the life of the person, shaping and thus 
confirming his own reality and determining his own way of being. What is critical 
however is that this world, not because it is human, nor because it is made by 
human beings, is seldom human but instead is quite capable of being 
                                                 
85Burke S.J., in The Ground Beneath the Cross, 82. 
86 Ellacuría refers to the public using two terms: as mentioned in the main text, lo público but also 
la publicidad which is best translated as “public-ness.” 
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dehumanized for a range of reasons and in the most diverse of contexts: in the 
physical, the psychological and the cultural etc. The world that is offered to the 
human being who comes into this world can be an inhospitable place, an 
alienating place. The person then could begin the journey and challenge of his 
own personalization in dramatically adverse conditions; and this with implications, 
not just for the determination of his character…but for his metaphysical 
determination, for the determination of his own being, of his own personality.
87
 
Thus far I have taken up Ellacuría’s reference to the human being as a reality 
animal in his personal and social dimensions. In both of these we detect a process of 
becoming and it is this becoming that implies that history represents a crucial aspect of 
the human. 
In his Philosophy of Historical Reality Ellacuría states, 
History does not float on itself. For this reason not even when one tries to reach 
its real and differentiated definition, can one forget just how history is really given, 
especially when this is based and grounded in that which is not formally historical 
at all. Indeed it is precisely the human phylum…which by its pluralizing character, 
its continuing character and its prospective character, offers what one could call 
the material body of history. In effect, with regard to the phyletic structure 
characteristic of the human species, there is a plural unity of diverse individuals, a 
continuity of diverse individuals who co-exist, and a prospection or reaching 
forward that implies a succession and transmission; as much of the individual as 
of the group.
88
 
Now this statement raises the key question of history’s transmission and how it 
works with regard to the human; and it is to this that I now turn. Ellacuría refers to 
history as a process of “traditioning transmission” (transmisión tradente).89 This is so in a 
                                                 
87 Ellacuría, FRH, 215-216, my translation. 
88 Ibid., 492, my translation. 
89 The term in Spanish “transmisión tradente” points to the idea that the transmission of history 
involves a handing over from one generation to the next. In this handing over what is actually passed on, 
what is actually delivered, is the tradition itself. What is important here, which is referred to in the main 
text above is that in the case of the human being, not just the psycho-organic characteristics are transmitted 
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dual sense: the first meaning refers to a transmission in the biological and genetic sense 
of passing on or transmitting the actual genetic make-up of the species without which 
both the species and history itself would be non-existent. But there is a second sense to 
transmission that involves the human animal in a different way to other species. This 
involves the transmission of a certain ‘traditioning’ constituted by handing over to the 
next generation “a tradition” in the sense of “ways of life,” “ways of being in reality.” It 
is these ways of being in reality that imply something more: “possibilities for choosing 
and creating new forms of reality.”90 By the term “possibilities” Ellacuría is careful to 
avoid any possible allusion to idealist categories; rather possibilities always refers to real 
possibilities in the sense of possibilities grounded in reality. As he writes, 
Let us not deceive ourselves with the purely idealistic, as if it were about 
something that within itself bore not a whit of contradiction…: rather we confront 
the historically possible, that possible that is really possible in a particular time 
and circumstance where it is not in others…possibilities are always possibilities 
of life, possibilities of history, and are oriented towards modes of being in reality. 
But…possibilities are not grounded in themselves but rather in what is possible. 
In short the reason for this is that life is not grounded in itself, but in the physical 
reality that is alive. Put in another way, life is not able to simply fantasize with 
                                                                                                                                                 
but also the way of being in reality as well. The term “tradente” comes from the Latin “tradition” meaning 
a handing over or delivery, from which comes the English “tradition” and the Spanish “tradición.” The 
manner of translating the term is not without its problems. Gandolfo, “Human Essence, History and 
Liberation: Karl Marx and Ignacio Ellacuría on Being Human,” 285, n. 161, translates as “traditioning 
transmission” whilst Burke translates as “traditionary transmission.” Either serves, however I prefer 
Gandolfo’s translation since it implies through the participial form, the dynamic dimension of the process. 
Accordingly the expression stands at a greater distance from the “baggage” that the word “traditional” 
usually suggests. 
90 Luís Alvarenga, “Fundamentos filosóficos de la crítica Ellacuriana al movimiento 
revolucionario,” in Realidades, 83, (2002), 740, cited by David I. Gandolfo, “Human Essence, History and 
Liberation: Karl Marx and Ignacio Ellacuría on Being Human,” 286. 
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countless possibilities, because the only ones that will be genuine are those that 
are really possible.
91
 
In other words what actually makes possibilities really possible is the concrete 
physical reality that serves as the grounds of life and that in one way or another exercises 
control over the range of possibilities which itself has limits. But not only does history 
result from what is handed on in terms of the possibilities that are really (my italics) 
possible, but also what is received, what is actualized through choice. This choice is 
therefore what makes history; history does not simply occur, rather it is made. As Burke 
puts it, 
History results not simply from the moment of handing on, but from the 
corresponding moment of reception, that is, of the actualization of those 
possibilities through the exercise of choice. This process of actualization has a 
definite structure: first I consider the possibilities before me, then I design a plan 
that prioritizes among them, then I choose. The result of my choice is not a brute 
fact but an event, a historical realization with a definite result or outcome. This 
means that quite simply, history does not just happen. Rather history is made. 
History emerges not merely out of the historical sequence of facts, but out of the 
dynamic progression of events, realizations, accomplishments. History dawns as a 
creative process. It pertains to freedom, but not a detached, ahistorical, 
idealistically conceived freedom for which anything is possible, nor an 
autonomous freedom proper to isolated individuals, As an essential characteristic 
of the human, freedom is shaped by the personal, social and historical dimensions 
of the human and by the real possibilities from among which she chooses, and 
which through choice she shapes and passes on. Possibilities become real only 
insofar as they are handed on by the social body of the human in history.
92
 
Central to the historical process therefore is not just continuity made possible 
through material temporality and biological transmission, but history through the actual 
                                                 
91 Ellacuría, FRH, 545, my translation. 
92 Burke S.J., in The Ground Beneath the Cross, 84. For the place of the phyletic and the social 
dimensions of human creativity, see Ellacuría, FRH, 552-553. 
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human choice of possibilities generates “newness” as new ways of being in reality are 
actualized. Through the human contribution, something entirely new is produced, there is 
a creation of capacity; “capacities that previously did not exist, and qualities or gifts that 
‘are not given by nature, but are acquired in the course of human history or personal 
biography, by virtue of which something that previously did not exist is (my italics) made 
possible’.”93 
The Ethical Challenge: Towards Liberation 
The final section of this discussion of Ellacuría’s philosophy of reality turns to the 
ethical. For Zubiri and Ellacuría there is no history apart from the human because history 
essentially proceeds not through evolution but invention. It is this capacity for invention 
that presents a particular challenge, in as much as the human being must face up to reality 
either as the path to realization or its opposite, alienation.
94
 Further, these stark 
                                                 
93 Ellacuría, FRH 545, cited in Burke S.J,, ibid., 85; I have adopted Burke’s translation. Ellacuría 
synthesizes these aspects of history’s materiality when he writes, “It is the whole gamut of forces that move 
history, but that which is moved is historical in that it has a triple character of traditioning transmission, 
actualization of possibilities and the creation of capacities,” FRH 577. For the quasi-creational aspect of the 
human being where the creative itself is always potentially ambiguous, he writes, “This does not imply 
however that such realization is ever predictable or even clear…,” see FRH, 555f, especially the discussion 
on 558. There Ellacuría writes, “Nevertheless, one thing is to recognize the creational character of history, 
another is to acknowledge the goodness of the outcomes of the creational process.” He then continues, 
“Given this fundamental qualification, one can also recognize the creational character of that which occurs 
in the economic, social and political spheres. As one would hope, a significant part of human effort is 
directed to the creation and improvement of institutions that extend from the state and its functioning to the 
most diverse micro-organizations.” 
94 Ellacuría writes, “Animality is in the human being a principle of realization, but at the same 
time a possible principle of alienation: of realization because without animality’s dynamisms, the human 
could not realize himself as human; of alienation, because those dynamisms can end up dominating the 
human and makes his personal realization difficult. For example intelligence that has arisen through 
evolution to make viable the survival of the human species, if remaining dependent upon and locked into 
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alternatives underscore the fact that the human is really subject to having to appropriate 
possibilities through decision making in order to live and to respond to situations in 
which he is naturally biologically immersed; possibilities that make him not just a reality 
animal but also an animal of moral reality.
95
 Accordingly Ellacuría contends, 
The reality animal upon having to open himself to what things are ‘in and of 
themselves’ beyond mere stimulating determinants, upon having to choose in a 
world of possibilities, upon facing up to oneself and to things as reality; becomes 
himself in a formal sense a moral reality. In this sense the human is not ‘beneath’ 
that which is imposed upon him, but rather ‘above’ his natural conditions. 
Consequently the fundamental possibility of the human being, who positively 
makes possible all other possibilities, is rooted in this ‘having to’ open himself to 
reality. This forced or obligatory opening to reality is in effect the principle of the 
possibility of Ethics and the ground of all subsequent ethical determination.”96 
So the openness of the human being to reality serves as the basis for a possibility 
of ethics in its broadest sense, but further suggests Ellacuría, the actual opening to reality 
enjoys a precise structure, a structure that corresponds to his understanding of the 
                                                                                                                                                 
this level of functionality, would stay closed to more open possibilities and would become overwhelmed by 
purely biological interests. It would leave aside the truth in order to attend to useful questions,” Ellacuría, 
“Fundamentación biológica de la ética,” EF, III, 259-260, my translation. 
95 Ellacuría writes, “Humans and animals are ‘naturally,’ that is due to their very biological 
structure, immersed in situations. From these the animal ‘naturally’ emerges, that is in virtue of its 
biological mechanisms. But the human ‘goes beyond’ this natural immersion in another way because 
necessarily he has to resolve these situations by decision. And this is so because the human by reason of his 
openness to reality responds to the necessities of nature via the formulation of possibilities. Consequently 
the human is subject to appropriating possibilities that because they are only possibilities, have to be 
actualized by decision, by choice. This subjection to having to appropriate possibilities by decision so as to 
be able to continue living and to be able to respond to the situations in which he is naturally biologically 
immersed, makes of the human a reality animal, or to be more precise, a moral reality animal,” Ibid., 256, 
my translation. 
96 Ibid., 257. See also Samour, Voluntad 115-116, where he alludes to this statement as he 
develops his understanding of the character or nature of the human opening to reality. 
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structural unity within the human being.
97
 In the first instance stands the noetic, the 
sentient apprehension of reality as “realizing the weight of reality”.98 The point here is 
that the human being is not simply standing before the idea of things or just being in 
touch with their meaning, but as we have come to expect from Ellacuría, in the reality of 
things, being “real” in the reality of things; in other words being anything but inert, being 
among things through their material and active mediations.
99
 It should not surprise that 
there is in Ellacuría’s understanding here a close correlation with Zubiri’s 
epistemological principle discussed earlier: namely that knowing and reality are closely 
and rigorously co-determining. As Ellacuría says, “The activity of human intelligence, 
even in its purely interpretative dimension – and even more in its character of projection 
and praxis – is conditioned by the historical world in which it finds itself.”100 
                                                 
97 It is worth noting at this point that the structure of the human opening to reality serves also as 
the basis for Ellacuría’s theological method – something that will be taken up in chapter 6. It was Diego 
Gracia who commented that “In Ellacuría, Zubiri’s thesis that the human person must realize the ‘weight of 
reality’ is transformed into an ethical imperative.” “Diego Gracia,” Central American Province News, 
1993; quoted in a letter from Dean Brackley S.J. to Charles Beirne, S.J., September 2nd 1993, cited by 
Robert Lassalle-Klein in “Ignacio Ellacuría’s Debt to Xavier Zubiri,” Love That Produces Hope, 113. For a 
detailed discussion of this area see two basic articles; “Fundamentación biológica de la ética,” EF, III, 251-
273, and “Hacia una fundamentación del método teológico latinoamericano,” ET I, 187-218 originally 
published in ECA No. 322-323, 1975, 409-425. 
98 The Spanish term of Ellacuría’s is hacerse cargo de la realidad. As noted in Chapter 4, n. 4, I 
have adopted the translation for this and other terms from Burke S.J., The Ground Beneath the Cross, 100. 
99 He writes, “Realizing the weight of reality is not simply getting to know about what is 
happening, it is not a mere ordered registering of stimuli; it is rather a facing up to reality and a situating of 
oneself in the world of the real in order to find the most adequate response. Realizing the weight of reality 
then points to the unavoidable ethical dimension of the intelligence,” Ellacuría, “Fundamentación biológica 
de la ética,” EF, III, 257, my translation. 
100 Ellacuría, “Hacia una fundamentación del método teológico latinoamericano,” ET I, 209, my 
translation. In arguing thus, he includes science as well as faith in the discussion. He writes eloquently, 
“Intelligence in effect relies in each case upon given theoretical possibilities that are constituted as the 
result of an historical course and represents the substratum from which one thinks. It was not possible for 
instance, to found the theory of relativity apart from some determined theoretical feasibilities given by the 
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In commenting upon this epistemological dimension of the human response to 
reality, José Ignacio González Faus comments in a way with which Ellacuría would 
almost certainly agree: 
Consistent with the term itself, ‘realizing the weight’ of reality bears a conception 
of more profound knowing than the mere objective accumulation of data. The 
same expression in Spanish, such as “now I take responsibility for” or “take 
responsibility!”, allude to an understanding that goes far beyond simple objective 
intellection; one that links knowing and empathy. Here there is a clear difference 
as much with modern reason as with postmodernity; something that I would like 
to underscore a little more. 
Modern “instrumental reason” has wanted to realize the weight of reality without being 
responsible for it and without bearing it. In fact we would say that it has attempted to know reality in order 
to wash its hands of it so as not to have to carry it. The result has led to what in one area the ecologists 
currently denounce and what in another the Marxists formerly denounced: one reality as “prisoner,” and the 
other as an “object,” both of which have carried the human to a false form of knowing that now turns 
against him. And these same technical means that the human being has created accordingly, are the very 
ones that today impede him from being human since they impede him from having “a home” and from 
having “ sisters and brothers”…101 
                                                                                                                                                 
real history of mathematics and physics. In the same way, certain readings of the faith are not really 
possible if they do not follow from very precise historical determinations that make possible, really 
possible, concrete situations and historically diverse mediations,” 209. The point here is simply that both 
science and even theology can only be developed on the basis of particular historical circumstances which 
effectively operate as factors that shape their very formulation. Burke briefly alludes to this in The Ground 
Beneath the Cross, 102-103. 
101 González Faus, “Mi deuda con Ignacio Ellacuría” in RLT, (No. 21, 1990), 255-256. González 
Faus continues to suggest that Ellacuría not only has a critique to offer of modernism but also of post-
modernism. He suggests “There is also in the epistemology of Ellacu (an affectionate term used by his 
colleagues and friends) a critique of ‘postmodern’ reason, which has reacted against modernism; the vision 
of reality as prisoner, or as the objectification of the other; but this in order to renounce all forms of 
totalization of the three levels (here referring to the earlier part of the article where he speaks of Ellacuría;s 
distinction between “realizing the weight of reality;”- hacerse cargo de la realidad - the so-called “noetic” 
moment of what it means to face up to reality, the ethical “shouldering the weight of reality”- el cargar con 
la realidad - and finally the praxic “taking charge of the weight of reality” - el encargarse de la realidad.), 
fragmenting them and disconnecting them one from the other in ‘weak thought’ that in its turn involves 
weak responsibility and weak love,” 256 Notwithstanding González Faus’ negative take on post –
modernism, for a particularly engaging explanation of the post-modernist Michelle Foucault’s philosophy 
of religion and his rejection of Western humanism as a “diminishment of the human being,” see James 
Bernauer’s “Michel Foucault’s Philosophy of Religion: an Introduction to the Non-Fascist Life” in Michel 
Foucault and Theology: The Politics of Religious Experience, eds. James Bernauer and Jeremy Carrette, 
(Ashgate, 2004), 77- 97. 
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While González Faus points out that the epistemological is implicitly ethical, it is 
the second dimension of the human opening to reality that is more explicitly so; this 
encapsulated as “shouldering the weight of reality.”102 Returning to Ellacurían language; 
since the human being through sentient intelligence has the capacity to move beyond 
reality as mere stimulus –something it will be remembered that is central to the human – 
and apprehend what reality is and what it demands, this suggests a basic ethical demand 
placed upon him. Accordingly “This shouldering of the reality of oneself and of things 
implies assuming it responsibly. With regard to this it is not just about an attitude 
restricted to the contemplative and interpretative. The human has to do and to make of 
himself; put more precisely he has to realize and become realized.”103 
Connected to this is something that shall be taken up later, however the point is 
suggested in Ellacuría’s philosophical materialist ethics: namely that there are particular 
places or locations where one can more adequately and completely grasp what is actually 
going on, and on the basis of which one can really shoulder reality’s weight best. For 
Ellacuría, immersed in the context of Latin America where the majorities of the poor 
struggle for their own liberation, philosophy itself, indeed philosophy’s own weight, 
depends upon where one “puts ones body,” where ones materiality and sociality actually 
                                                 
102 The Spanish term that Ellacuría uses is cargar con la realidad. Again I use Burke’s English 
translation, The Ground Beneath the Cross, 103-106 and 127-129. 
103 Ellacuría, “Fundamentación biológica de la ética,” EF, III, 258, my translation. This question 
of shouldering the weight of reality where I take upon myself what things really are and what they demand 
is also contextual; in other words it includes the priority of location or place. 
230 
 
reside. In making such conscious decisions the human not only becomes realized, but 
more importantly determines who he actually is. 
The third and final dimension of the human ethical opening to reality pertains to 
action or praxis summed up in the term “taking charge of the weight of reality.”104 As 
Ellacuría points out, “The essential praxic character of man and of human life is 
presented ethically as the necessity of taking charge of a reality, both that of his own and 
of others, which has to be steadily brought to fruition and whose responsibility is his.”105 
This sits well with the earlier discussion where praxis was noted as having to do with “the 
creation of the ‘plus’ of historical reality,” a process of capacity building.106 In any case, 
for Ellacuría praxis amounts to the human appropriation of possibilities where history is 
both created and shaped dynamically and characterized by liberation. It includes diverse 
human activity, whether speculative, social, aesthetic, religious or technical. 
Two questions arise in this context: the first pertains to what this liberative thrust 
of praxis stands against, and the second, how is this ethical initiative connected to 
Ellacuría’s conviction about humanity’s animality? Responding to the first; quite clearly 
the term the weight of reality refers not simply to history’s metaphysical density, nor just 
the burden of human responsibility with regard to history’s unraveling, but behind this 
the fundamental darkness and criminality of historical events, marked as Ellacuría so 
                                                 
104 The corresponding Spanish term from which Burke adopts this translation is encargarse de la 
realidad. 
105 Ellacuría, “Fundamentación biológica de la ética,” EF, III, 258, my translation. 
106 This chapter, “Reality’s Structure.” 
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clearly witnessed in El Salvador by oppression and violent death, not to mention its 
covering-up. It is against this reality that praxis addresses itself. Responding to the 
second, concerning the ethical and its relationship to human animality; it should not 
surprise that Ellacuría rejected any argument that dissociates one from the other, for as 
we know he insisted that human reason never stops being sentient. For Ellacuría the 
human being’s animality is always accompanied by an evolutionary dynamism, the 
dynamism of hominization: “after the vitalization of matter and the animalization of life, 
there arrived the intelligization of the animal.”107 But this hominization according to 
Ellacuría did not occur at the expense of her animality but precisely because of the 
improvement of the animal structures. In turn, nor did the next stage that stimulated the 
movement from hominization to humanization deny the human condition of its own 
animality. Rather for Ellacuría, immersed in the power of historical reality, it is exactly 
animality that empowers a ‘more human’ human being and this ‘more human’ human 
being offers to animality its largest and most generous expression.
108
 
In this section, I have sought to explain and underscore the priority of historical 
reality within Ellacuría’s framework. In doing so I have attempted to articulate how he 
assumes Zubiri’s thought while moving beyond it; akin to a process of expanding 
concentric circles or to use the biblical metaphor, the pouring of old wine into new 
wineskins. Further, in tracing the foundations of reality’s and historical reality’s 
                                                 
107 Ellacuría “Fundamentación biológica de la ética,” EF, III, 259, my translation. 
108 Ibid. 
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materiality, I have endeavored to point to just how historical reality amounts to reality’s 
ultimate expression where something new and more comes to fruition. In doing so, what 
has been of especial weight has been the discussion of not just historical reality’s priority 
but the manner in which human praxis participates in this dynamic so that history 
becomes a process of capacity building which applies to the social, political, economic 
and cultural: in short the “social reign of freedom”. It is here in this human endeavor of 
‘history making’ through apprehending and confronting reality, seeking and choosing 
real possibilities within reality that ethics assumes a fundamental role for the human 
being structured as he is, laboring toward his own liberation.
109
 
Ellacuría: Philosophy of Liberation in Historical Reality 
Having explored the structure of reality, the grounds of historical reality and the 
place of the human being within it, the next step, as flagged earlier, is to move to the 
                                                 
109 Germán Marquínez in his article on Xubiri and Ellacuría draws the connections in this way: “In 
what does historical reality consist? That reality is not static Ignacio learnt in the course on The Dynamic 
Structure of Reality of 1968, edited posthumously in 1989. In it Zubiri affirmed that material reality is of 
itself intrinsically dynamic, that is to say, it produces from itself and for itself ‘events’ in a progressive 
development of potentialities that we call evolution. But human reality is also capable of producing 
‘occurrences or events’ following creation and the appropriation of possibilities. It is this optional invention 
and fulfillment of possibilities to which, ‘monotonously over the years I have called history, historicity’, 
confessed Zubiri in 1966. On the other hand, Ignacio without denying the distinction, establishes in a very 
Teilhardian manner, more than just a union between the evolution of material nature and human history, 
more than just a union (something that Zubiri never denied) – a ‘structural unity’, defending two 
complimentary theses: the materiality of history and in consequence its transcendentality. The total 
structure which is material nature in its evolution is oriented and points towards history, and in turn, history 
gathers up the material conditions of evolution, elevating them to the level of things-sensed, converting 
them into resources and possibilities of human life. Human beings make history, but this, in, for and from 
evolution, not only because in a given moment of evolutionary progress the animal of realities (animal de 
realidades) appears, but also because the evolution itself of possibilities sinks its roots into material nature 
from which it receives sustenance and impetus, making possible the highest development of the human 
spirit,” Germán Marquínez Argote, “La Historicidad en X. Zubiri y en I. Ellacuría,” my translation, 
http://www.ensayistas.org/filosofos/spain/ellacuria/critica/marquinez.htm p.7, accessed July 12th, 2011. 
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development of the more immediate in terms of the contextual: namely to his philosophy 
of liberation in historical reality. In a sense this later philosophical development, this 
philosophy of liberation in historical reality, can be understood as the application, the 
expression of his philosophy of historical reality. It may be remembered that this 
essentially involves two movements or steps, each of great significance in its own right. 
The first, advanced during the decade of the 1970s was articulated in terms of a political 
philosophy understood as a philosophy of history, where history is understood as 
revelatory of reality. The second, advanced during the decade of the 1980s amounted to a 
full blown philosophy of liberation, again grounded in his philosophy of historical reality, 
where historical praxis of the popular majorities, the oppressed peoples, enjoys particular 
weight. Of significance in this analysis will be political philosophy’s critical function in 
terms of its correct historicization as a power for de-ideologization; and the application of 
such historicization through liberation philosophy’s practical priority for a civilization of 
poverty over a civilization of capital.
110
 
Political Philosophy 
One of the fairly obvious conclusions that arises from Chapters Two and Three in 
Part One of this essay is the manner in which Ellacuría’s philosophy was the fruit of 
personal experience framed within a particular historical context. In fact, without 
understanding this, his thought is never quite intelligible. As indicated earlier, upon his 
                                                 
110 His discussion about the civilization of poverty and capital is in my view the high point of his 
political philosophy. 
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return to El Salvador after the completion of his doctoral studies with Zubiri, he found 
himself caught-up in a country that was totally convulsed by a situation where parties of 
the left were demanding radical changes in economic, political and social structures. 
Unable to ignore or avoid these realities, the cry for liberation resonated as both moving 
and compelling, leading him to contend that 
The third world is the great prophetic denunciation of the way in which we human 
beings have ordered this world. A society that makes the third world possible is 
no more than simply an unjust society, an inhuman society, an appallingly 
oriented society. And that is the case with consumerist society that has led to the 
constitution of the third world as such….But it is not just that the third world 
makes possible and demands a turn to the poor. It demands it urgently and 
immediately at the same time as it offers the conditions for an authentic 
Christianity. As a task, it is then one of the greatest and most enthusiastic of 
which the human being can conceive. It is an enormous and urgent task without 
abstractions and without the need of purity of intention since it is a task that is in 
itself essentially pure and purifying. It is a task of protest, of rebellion against 
injustice, of solidarity and sacrifice, of construction of a new truly human 
world.
111
 
Because of this conviction, Ellacuría is clear that philosophy must pass through 
the lens of the political, since it is the political that serves as the conditioning dimension 
of any and every process and any other dimension, whether the social, the economic or 
even the cultural.
112
 Consistent with what has been said earlier about the importance of 
                                                 
111 Ellacuría, “Ponencia sobre vida religiosa y tercer mundo,” in “Reunión de Madrid: Primera 
reunión de los jesuitas centroamericanos en Europa,” Madrid 26th-30th, July, 1969; cited by Whitfield, 
Paying the Price, 41 and Samour, Voluntad de liberación, 249-250, my translation. 
112 Forty years on there has been a ‘sea-change’. True to form the Belgian Catholic missiologist 
and liberation thinker José Comblin who spent most of his adult years in Latin America (Brazil, Chile and 
Ecuador) – he died March 27th, 2011 – predicted this at the end of the 1990s. In the light of the general 
return of the Latin American continent from dictatorship to democracy and the almost inevitable 
disappointments that followed, he comments, “Disenchantment with politics is widespread in Latin 
America and in the Western world as a whole; as always Latin America is copying what is happening in the 
First World. We observe a kind of weariness, and among youth a lack of interest. We need only compare 
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the metaphysical weight of historical reality, politicization for Ellacuría serves as the 
quintessential concrete and defining dimension that society has as a dynamic historical 
process. Because of this the so-called “social question” becomes not just a question 
amongst many others but in effect the question par excellence within which is taken up 
all others, including that of the full realization of the human being and history itself. 
Indeed the challenge of historical liberation stands as the process of the revelation and the 
realization of reality. In this sense, politicization for Ellacuría is intimately identified with 
“the purpose of the redemption of humanity’s catastrophic situation…of the social human 
being, of wanting to save the human being in his most concrete historical reality.”113 
Given then the supreme priority of the political within Ellacuría’s view of things 
and the insight that philosophy must pass through the lens of the political if it is to be 
effective in the process of social change, that which Ellacuría seeks, is to make of 
philosophy an operative knowledge in history through its contribution to both the 
theoretical and praxis oriented processes of political liberation.
114
. In this section I seek to 
                                                                                                                                                 
today’s university students with those of thirty years ago. Today’s youth do not seem to be living in this 
world; they live in themselves, in their groups, in their youth culture which takes hold of them and removes 
them from the real world…People also feel a sense of powerlessness. The return to democracy created huge 
expectations; everything seemed possible. Ten years after re-democratization, little remains of that 
enthusiasm. The fact is that the return to democracy has been the result not of a conquest by the people, but 
of the skill of the same old elites. The elites judged that it was not a good idea to continue with military 
dictatorships which had in fact lost international support,” José Comblin, Called for Freedom: The 
Changing Context of Liberation Theology (New York: Orbis, Maryknoll, 1998), 119. 
113 Ellacuría, Teología política, (Secretariado Social Interdiocesano, San Salvador, 1973), 5, my 
translation: in English Freedom Made Flesh, NewYork: Orbis, Maryknoll, 1976. 
114 Samour puts it well in the following terms: “[W]hat must be sought is the construction of a 
intellectual instrument that makes possible a given access to reality in a given historical moment and that 
permits the orientation and the illumination of humanity’s historical liberation,” Samour, Voluntad de 
liberación, 274. What is of interest is the manner in which Ellacuría’s emphasis differed from that of many 
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unpack this operative function of Ellacuría’s political philosophy. The first point sets out 
Ellacuría’s priority for a political philosophy over a more traditional philosophy of 
politics, involving the priority of philosophy’s “correct politicization”. The second 
discusses his acknowledgment of the legitimacy of numerous philosophies, but with a 
priority for the historical conditioned by politics; and this not just in order to shape and 
determine reality and its sense, but to critically verify those thought frames, those 
historical philosophies and ideologies that habitually make claims to truth. The third 
proceeds to explain Ellacuría’s prescription for philosophy’s own “correct historicization” 
with regard to its relationship with ideologies. 
Philosophy of politics and political philosophy: toward a correct politicization 
What is the difference between a philosophy of politics and political philosophy 
and why Ellacuría’s priority for the latter rather than the former? In a sense Ellacuría’s 
option for a political philosophy constitutes a “radicalization” of the more traditional 
philosophical discussion that had seen politics as just “a piece” of the broader picture of 
reality. Ellacuría sums this up well in writing, 
                                                                                                                                                 
intellectuals of the period who argued that what was central to any popular liberation was a return to 
apparent Latin American cultural values, over those of European dominance. Whilst not denying the 
cultural, Ellacuría showed himself to be more interested in what he judged to be less theoretical and more 
immediate priorities: namely attention to the political oppression of so many. For a general discussion of 
the philosophical and liberation see David I.Gandolfo “Liberation Philosophy” in A Companion to Latin 
American Philosophy, eds Susana Nuccetelli, Ofelia Schutte and Octavio Bueno (Southern Gate, West 
Sussex, UK: Wiley-Blackwell, 2010), 185-198. Interesting in this brief analysis is precisely the contrasts 
between the Argentinean Arturo Andrés Roig, the Cuban, Ofelia Schutte, resident in the U.S., and 
Ellacuría, measured in both the formers’ priority for culture. With regard to Schutte, Gandolfo writes 
accordingly, “Rather than proposing a fully developed theory of liberation, Schutte’s work is more subtly 
focused on the question of cultural identity and the evolving treatments of this topic by Latin American 
thinkers,” 195. 
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Today the political more than ever is an all encompassing dimension of all that 
the human being endures...It is not just that the political impinges upon every 
other dimension, but rather that everything that is done and left undone has 
repercussions in one way or another in the political shape of things. And in turn, 
this thing called the political in contrast to politics, in a very particular way shapes 
personal life. To believe that one can carry on a personal life on the margins of 
the political is a grave error, and indeed to greater or lesser extent a culpable one 
depending on the particular context and case.
115
 
In this short statement, Ellacuría confirms what in Latin America during the 
1970s served as the received wisdom, as political common sense. The politicization of 
the historical arguably gained more weight in Latin America than any third world 
environment. In large part this was so because of the conscious structural character of the 
situation of dependence and under-development, experienced as a force that narrowed 
limits and possibilities for both basic social change and even individual initiative.
116
 El 
Salvador in particular, depicted in Chapters One and Two as a cauldron of social, 
economic and political tension was a country that had entered the decade of the 1970s as 
an agrarian economy with a limited diversity of output in coffee, cotton and sugar, 
destined almost exclusively for the international export market. Attempts at 
industrialization had been unimpressive; and all of this in a context of military repression, 
                                                 
115 Ellacuría, “Liberación, misión y carisma de la iglesia latinoamericana,” in ECA No. 268, 
(1971), 61, my translation. 
116 I am aware of the potential vulnerability of such a claim, especially in the light of the power of 
black theology in southern Africa; for example the powerful work of the sadly discredited Alan Boesak in 
his Farewell to Innocence: A Socio-Ethical Study on Black Theology and Power (New York, Maryknoll, 
Orbis, 1976) and Black and Reformed” Apartheid, Liberation and the Calvinist Tradition (New York, 
Maryknoll: Orbis, 1984). That said, I think it can be credibly argued that the greater philosophical influence 
of Marxism in Latin America, especially through the work of Mariátegui, Ponce, Salazar Bondy and 
Ludovico Silva, not to mention the influence of Marxist humanism at the popular level, led to a more acute 
awareness of the historical and political than almost anywhere else. My current work in southern Africa in 
relief and development which has given an opportunity for understanding the history and current drama of 
the ANC in South Africa and ZANU-PF in Zimbabwe, only confirms this sense. 
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political corruption and increasing guerilla activity. In this situation all reality came to be 
mediated through the lens of the political; the political became the conditioning 
dimension of life. 
This fact forced upon Ellacuría a fundamental rethinking of the political from a 
philosophical perspective. In his article Filosofía y política (Philosophy and Politics) 
Ellacuría does this through attempting to determine the politicization of philosophy from 
the perspective of philosophy itself, not from extrinsic considerations to the philosophical 
task, nor even the ethical. Rather he contends that it is philosophy in its own right that 
drives the philosopher to face the problem of society, the state and public life in general. 
Expanding on this, Ellacuría acknowledges that within the history of philosophy there has 
been a sort of niche for a philosophy of politics, where the majority of philosophers have 
treated politics through the study and clarification of particular political themes, such as 
the state, law, authority, the right to rebellion and so on. This approach has also had its 
practical side in the sense that it has sought to build a normative philosophy about politics, 
accepting that the human is in part a political being. In fact in some cases, contends 
Ellacuría, philosophers have considered their discipline to amount to the very peak of 
human rationality and have consequently claimed a special role in establishing the 
direction of political conduct. Perhaps the most celebrated of these was Plato in his 
Republic, but also Ellacuría suggests, Thomas More. He writes incisively, “Plato sought 
out where to put his political ideas into practice and Thomas More fantasized with a 
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kingdom where it was possible to put into effect its political utopias as the measure of the 
ideal of human communitarian action.”117 
For Ellacuría however, neither this theoretical treatment of politics, nor even the 
practical dimensions expressed in terms of concrete initiatives are sufficient in managing 
the theme of philosophy and politics. This he argued is so for two reasons, both of which 
really amount to different expressions of reductionism. Firstly, this approach treats the 
political as a mere specific region of reality with its own particularities separate from the 
rest. This he opines assumes reality to be something other than total, but most importantly, 
ahistorical. In saying this he writes, “The philosophers separate pieces of reality: the zone 
of the material, the zone of the organic, the zone of the human etc., and the zone of the 
political. To these zones, to these regions, they focus from being, from the idea, from 
sense, from the entity etc., and with these they think that they are philosophizing about 
reality and that more reality enters into their philosophizing.”118 The point avers Ellacuría, 
is that such an approach is fundamentally idealistic, since it is not installed in reality, in 
reality’s dynamic, concrete and total realization, which as we learnt in the earlier 
discussion in this chapter about his philosophy of historical reality, is the very field of 
historicity and praxis.
119
 The second problem with the traditional approach to the political, 
                                                 
117 Ellacuría, “Filosofía y política,” EP I, 49, first published in ECA, (No. 284) 1972, 373-386, also 
cited in Samour, Voluntad de liberación, 253. 
118 Ibid., 48. 
119 See the earlier sections on “Reality’s Structure,” ”History’s Materiality,” “The Human” and the 
section “The Ethical Challenge – Towards Liberation,” especially the aspect to do with “taking charge of 
reality” through praxis. 
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is that the political effectiveness of philosophy should not be reduced to an understanding 
of it as immediate action, much less one that is narrowed or limited to a particular 
political option; an approach that invariably curbs its critical and creative power. 
Accordingly Ellacuría proposes the need to move beyond the philosophy of 
politics with its accompanying limitations, to a political philosophy. He writes, 
We would understand as philosophy of the political that which traditionally has 
been the political as part of philosophy, as part of the theoretical knowledge that 
claims to be philosophy. We would understand as political philosophy the need 
that every philosophy has – by the mere fact of being philosophy – to have each 
one a political dimension.”120 
In arguing for the priority for political philosophy, he proposes two basic reasons; 
the first having to do with philosophy’s inherent historicity and the second, as has already 
been discussed, the proper object of philosophy as history.
121
 With regard to the first, he 
contends, 
The philosopher – if he really is a philosopher – does philosophy from his 
situation and this situation is today more than ever a public and political one, 
ultimately shaped by this dimension of political public-ness. Today more than 
ever, the situation of the human being and that of the living thinker are 
conditioned by that special totalizing totality, which is the political. That it 
conditions his thinking does not mean however that it deforms it; but in order to 
avoid this possibility, the philosopher must be actively aware of this necessary 
conditioning. There is no doubt that the determination of the period through 
which the philosopher lives…also has a political dimension. Because of this it 
would be absurd to philosophize from this situation ignoring what the positive 
                                                 
120 Ellacuría, “Filosofía y política,” EP I, 49, my translation. 
121 With regard to the second reason for his position, history as the object of philosophy; for 
Ellacuría political philosophy is - as we have seen - above all an historical philosophy, a philosophy that 
takes up history as both object and beginning point, in the understanding that history is the totality of 
human reality in its most concrete. The inescapably political nature of this history in turn is due to the 
public and social character of its dynamism, reflected in and through the actualization of possibilities, 
expressed in human praxis, ibid., 50-51. 
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sciences, technical achievements, poetic experiences etc. have grasped. Likewise 
it would be absurd to philosophize in ignorance of what constitutes in each 
situation the actual historical experience; this experience most certainly being 
political.
122
 
That said, Ellacuría carries the argument a little further in that he contends that the 
historical experience from which the philosopher begins is not merely a conditioning 
circumstance but more so the fundamental place of philosophical theorization. In fact, 
only actively installed in this place can the philosopher actually produce an operative and 
effective philosophy at all. Taking an additional step, he suggests that the philosopher 
himself stands as a determining factor of this historical experience, in as much as his 
philosophy gives expression to public thinking that in one way or another acts upon 
society’s very character. If his interpretation does not serve as “critical leaven” upon the 
situation then it will do the opposite through omission, in as much as the historical 
situation will remain reinforced.
123
 
But what particular challenge does this present for the philosopher? If philosophy 
is inherently political, there are such things as false and correct politicizations. The 
philosophical task, Ellacuría insists, must involve the construction of the latter; a “correct 
politicization” rather than a false one, a politicization that contributes from its own 
specificity as a way of knowing to the transformation of the world through the 
                                                 
122 Ibid., 49-50, my translation. 
123 He writes, “The philosopher has a particular image or reputation before society and this image 
ensures that his thought, understand it or not, shapes that society. From the philosopher is expected an 
interpretation of reality as a totality, and as such a concrete totality as well. In this way, by commission or 
omission in the totality of the concretion, he acts upon society. If his interpretation does not count as a 
critical yeast for the situation, his theoretical action is operative in the sense of its omission, since the 
situation has remained reinforced,” Ellacuría, “Filosofía y política,” EP I, 50, my translation. 
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metaphysical, social and ethical process of liberation.
124
 In saying this, he is clear what a 
false politicization might look like and he articulates this in the first instance as 
philosophy voluntarily subordinating or limiting itself in the task of taking seriously the 
totality and ultimacy of reality. The second instance is more indirect, standing at the 
opposite extreme, when interests somewhat disingenuously claim a cultivation of 
philosophy in its own right, but only to end up in the same space; offering to any party its 
appropriation for particular ideological ends. Let us examine each of these in turn. 
The first, the phenomenon of philosophy’s overt subordination, Ellacuría details 
in two different ways. Initially this is played out when philosophy submits to particular 
instances as if they were superior; in the Central American context, a faith or an action, 
usually of a Christian or Marxist character. Alternatively there also exists what he refers 
to as “circumstantial limitations” that impede philosophy from constituting a rigorous 
knowing of reality. Examples of these limitations include three possibilities; “immediatist 
superficialization”, “the utilization of the philosophical task for immediate effectiveness” 
and “the lack of critical distance from the political event.”125 The first includes the 
situation where philosophy only treats that which is deemed immediately useful for a 
given political initiative without allowing a broader and deeper approach, a more 
                                                 
124 This insight is crucial in understanding the inherent nature of philosophy. In short philosophy is 
not a pure science but rather as an operative knowledge (42), an ideology of sorts, understood in the non-
pejorative sense. What this means is that, given human intelligence’s sentient nature, ideas necessarily 
serve as the vehicle - consciously or unconsciously – of particular interests. This will be taken up later in 
this chapter. See Samour, Voluntad, 381. 
125 These “circumstantial limitations,” at least “immediatist superficialization”and “the utilization 
of the philosophical task for immediate effectiveness, seem almost indistinguishable from his earlier 
discussion of when philosophy submits to particular instances as if they were superior. 
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adequate approach.
126
 The second includes the effective abuse of philosophy in the sense 
that it is used “for the benefit of a preconceived ideology.”127 The third involves the lack 
of critical distance which impedes what is fundamentally necessary for any philosophy 
‘worth its salt’: namely a successive movement of immersion in the situation and then the 
distancing from it.
128
 
Turning to the second instance, where interests claim a cultivation of philosophy 
in its own right, only to subsequently and disingenuously permit its offering to any party 
wanting to utilize it for political ends; Ellacuría makes reference to examples of both 
Catholic and Marxist-Leninist scholasticisms. He makes the point that this tendency of 
locking philosophy into an “ivory tower,” leads in the final analysis to the same result as 
the earlier point; the practical facilitation of an escape from real commitment and a 
surrender to the service of dominant groups in society.
129
 
                                                 
126 The words he uses are “Superficialization consists in limiting philosophy to the immediacy of a 
given type of problem, without allowing a broader focus, which is not in itself immediate and which 
requires a particular theoretical treatment,” ibid., 52, my translation. These same ideas are expressed in a an 
unpublished piece entitled “La filosofía como síntesis de la vida intelectual y la vida política,” used by 
Ellacuría as an introduction to a course on the Central American challenge to philosophy, cited by Samour 
in Voluntad de liberación, 257, n.22. 
127 Ellacuría writes, “The appropriation of philosophy as a means toward bearing an immediatist 
effect would suppose the detachment from reality in benefit of a preconceived ideology, foreign to 
philosophical discovery,” “Filosofía y política,” EP I, 53, my translation. 
128 He adds in this regard, “Even more, an authentic distancing is not possible without an initial 
immersion. But a critical distancing which must not be confused with an escape from reality, but is rather a 
possibility of meeting with that which is more real than with just the apparently empirical; is an 
unavoidable condition for not confusing the immediate and the prevailing with the real and the foremost,” 
ibid., 53, my translation. 
129 Ibid. 
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It is with these contextual considerations in mind that Ellacuría aims toward an 
operative philosophy that carries both theoretical and ethical traits in its relation to the 
political. This means that there should not be a cheap or incorrect politicization of 
philosophy, but in the same breath philosophy should not withdraw, baulking from 
furnishing its own legitimate contribution, for without it politics can never really achieve 
its potential depth nor can it be sufficiently illuminated. For Ellacuría, this legitimate 
contribution is realized when philosophy is installed in reality, in reality’s total and 
concrete realization. This happens when it is installed in the sphere of the transforming 
praxis of historical reality, installed as “the critical consciousness of a critical science of 
praxis.”130 What this suggests is that a correct politicization of philosophy leads less to an 
immediate action upon the mechanisms of political action, as understood in the 
philosophy of politics, and more to the deeper creation of a new transformative 
consciousness directed to making possible reality’s “more.” 
                                                 
130 This confirms what the reader will have gathered thus far from this thesis; namely that the 
philosophical location of the maximum density of the real is not nature (as the Greeks held), nor personal 
subjectivity (as the moderns have held), but historical-social reality grounded in human praxis. The term 
“the critical consciousness of a critical science of praxis” referred to by Samour (Voluntad de liberación, 
258) derives from Ellacuría’s unpublished article cited above, “La filosofía como síntesis de la vida 
intelectual y la vida política.” Samour comments further on this, alluding to the two terms that Ellacuría 
appropriates to arrive at a synthesis of the two types of life: the bios politicos and the bios theoretikós. The 
former lacks the conditions and power that is necessary to give expression to the good. The latter runs the 
danger of functioning without roots and of giving no real results, especially if it ignores socio-political 
reality, becoming then the victim of particular ideologies. Together on the other hand, there can come about 
a sort of mutual strengthening. This is especially important in Ellacuría’s view of university life which sees 
a synthesis of the theoretical and other more praxis oriented activities: such as educational, investigative 
and social projection. See “Universidad y política” in Escritos universitarios, (San Salvador, UCA 
Editores, 1999), 169-202, first published in ECA, No. 383, (1980), 807-824. 
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Philosophies and philosophy: priority for historical intelligence conditioned by politics 
Turning to the question of philosophy and the critical verification of thought 
frames, philosophies and ideologies that habitually make claims to truth, Ellacuría refers 
to three concepts of philosophy. All of these, he accepts, have their place, but only one, 
he contends, carries priority in the historical context to which he is responding. The first 
is that which is preoccupied with knowing about things (saber acerca de las cosas). This 
concept does not directly lead to politicization, but rather constitutes a path to philosophy 
as contemplation and has little or nothing to do with transformative praxis. This sort of 
scheme, opines Ellacuría, was typical of much Greek philosophy from the first pre-
Socratics who considered that they held the truth about nature, through the vision of 
being articulated by Parmenides and Heraclitus, to the rational science of things 
culminating in Aristotle. The second conceptualization of philosophy is that which is 
formally political; one which concerns knowledge about governance of the world and life 
(un saber rector del mundo y de la vida).
131
 The Sophists fulfilled this role in a pejorative 
sense through their concern for domination, while the Stoics represented a better model, 
aware of the need for philosophical reason to be directed to both the political world and 
the individual life of the citizen. The mark of this formally political model involved a 
given intellection of reality, but not as something in itself, but only in as much as the 
things of reality enter the life of the human individual as citizen: quintessentially summed 
                                                 
131 “A right knowledge of the world and life,” my translation. 
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up in the words of Protagoras, “man is the measure of all things” (άνθροπος μέτρον).132 
The third conceptualization of philosophy – Ellacuría’s priority – is as a form of life 
(forma de vida). This is also formally political but in the broad Zubirian sense of 
something historical, for history is a dimension of the human being. Here the emphasis, 
not unexpectedly falls upon history as radically concrete and philosophy as likewise, 
since philosophy itself is born and develops only through the entry of human intelligence 
into the concrete situation, in which from the outset the human being is installed. 
Pushing this further, the question arises as to what these distinct perspectives 
upon philosophy mean for Ellacuría’s understanding of the human being’s intelligence. 
For Ellacuría each represents a part of human intelligence’s triple dimensionality. The 
first, philosophy as knowing, responds to the perception of intelligence as contemplative. 
As Ellacuría says, “intelligence is in order to know and knowing is a value in itself that 
bestows supreme worth upon those dedicated to it.”133 He adds, “Behind this beats the 
idea that the supreme form of praxis is theory as the highest form of freedom, the quasi-
divine form of living as reflected in the thought and metaphysics of Aristotle. In this 
paradigm only the contemplative intellectual could enjoy humanity’s maximum 
                                                 
132 Ellacuría enters into an interesting discussion here concerning history’s slow development, 
perhaps even ‘evolution’ concerning the realization that freedom is consubstantial with the human person. 
The point here is that with this insight there was an inevitable politicization of the world. He refers to three 
instances: the first, the ancient oriental model of the despot as free at the expense of all his enslaved 
subjects; second the Greek citizen as free not due to his humanity but his citizenship, and this at the 
expense of the slaves on the margins of the polis. Finally, Germanic Christianity and only Germanic 
Christianity came to the insight that freedom is consubstantial with the human person as such. In referring 
to Hegel, he observes that he, Hegel correctly offered the criticism that the Greeks essentially reduced the 
human being to the citizen, consistent with the principle that the “is” of things is the public manner in 
which things appear and seem. Ellacuría, “Filosofía y política,” EP I, 57. 
133 Ellacuría, “Filosofía y política,” EP I, 59, my translation. 
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possibilities and the ultimate condition of such contemplation would be his idleness and 
separation.”134 The second, philosophy as direction for the world and life provides a 
different understanding of intelligence; one that before all else equates with the 
transforming activity of the life of the citizenry. It is then an “active intelligence” in the 
spirit of Aristotle’s techne, an active knowing as well as a knowing about action in the 
sense of the drive behind the action. In these senses such intelligence is of a praxic nature. 
The third, philosophy as form of life responds to an interpretation of intelligence as not 
just contemplative or even praxic but historical. As such it is keenly aware of its 
situational character; in other words that it cannot penetrate to the ground of itself in any 
absolute sense, but only within its particular situation or context. 
Accordingly Ellacuría acknowledges three types of intelligence – theoretical, 
practical and historical – all legitimate, all mutually involved and all in need of each other. 
Theoretical knowledge is directed to particular practice, shapes and is also shaped by a 
particular situation. Practical knowledge is a situated or contextualized knowledge and 
involves and produces theoretical knowledge. Finally historical knowledge is equally 
theoretical and active. Acknowledging the inter-relationship between these three forms of 
intelligence and knowledge, Ellacuría nevertheless insists that there is a hierarchy here in 
the context of an increasingly historical and politicized world as seen through the 
experience of Latin American reality. The tension between theoretical and practical 
knowledge, he contends, has seen tidal movements from one to the other, but invariably 
                                                 
134 Ibid., 59, my translation. 
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these movements have depended upon the historical in the sense of the historical 
conditions of the times. It is then for Ellacuría the historical logos, historical rationality or 
intelligence that constitutes the key for understanding the particular hierarchy of the 
dimensions of intelligence, philosophical knowledge and their relationships. Accordingly 
at its most fundamental, the object of philosophy must be historical reality, but an 
historical reality conditioned by politics, and, as one might expect of Ellacuría, 
characterized by “…an increase in freedom as both the gradual liberation from nature and 
the greater possibility of a personal life.”135 
Now given this priority for a philosophy toward freedom driven by historical 
intelligence and conditioned by politics, Ellacuría argues that its purpose cannot just 
concern bringing about reality or clarifying the meaning of what is already done to reality. 
Rather, on the basis of the reality brought about and in moving toward understanding the 
meaning of what is done to it, philosophy must assume a role of critical verification, 
making true and real that which is already in itself a principle of truth.
136
 It is then in the 
interaction between the necessary realization of the concept and its true character where 
                                                 
135 Ibid., 61, my translation. 
136 This is also taken up in the same manner in theology, something I shall discuss in the sixth 
chapter. Ellacuría writes, “The verum of the Bible is not a factum given once and for all, but rather a 
faciendum. Accordingly theological reflection exercised from an historical logos does not try to singularly 
determine reality and the sense of what is done, but instead from this determination and in the direction of 
what is to be done, it must verify, make true and real what already in itself is the principle of truth. Because 
of this future and praxic character (of theology), the mere acceptance and intellection of the Bible is not 
enough; or if you prefer, real intellection of the Bible implies from within intellection’s very nature, the 
exercise of a given intelligence, that of the historical logos,” Ellacuría, “Tesis sobre la posibilidad, 
necesidad, y sentido de una teología latinoamericana,” in ET I, 297, my translation, originally published 
under the same title in A Vargas Machuca (ed.), Teología y mundo contemporáneo, Homenaje a Karl 
Rahner en su 70 cumpleaños, (Madrid, Ediciones Cristiandad), 325-350. 
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lies philosophy’s effectiveness, in both political and philosophical terms. Precisely with 
this in mind he argues, 
Thinking must be effective, but that said its actual bringing into effect must be 
true. The concept must be effective in such a way that if it does not bear this 
character its truthfulness is doubtful. Further the concept must be real; that is it 
must intend the realization of that which previously was considered as real. 
Accordingly there is an implication of intellection and praxis that overcomes the 
Marxist disjunction of contemplation and transformation, since if it is sure that the 
world must be transformed then the question concerning the meaning of that 
transformation is hardly without point.
137
 
What this means is that philosophy ultimately bears the responsibility for 
critically assessing praxis, constituting a rigorously theoretical and critical power over 
praxis through a profound dedication to it and sophisticated technical understanding of it. 
Putting it in another way in typically Ellacurían terms; the totality of reality, what he calls, 
“the totality of the real” is never given in conceptuality alone, but must be actually done, 
and it is only through the doing that reality’s “more-ness” may really be discovered. This 
then for Ellacuría is philosophy’s pre-eminent role: to be in a position to constitute a 
genuine critical consciousness of praxis through a rigorous understanding and knowledge 
of it.
138
 
                                                 
137 Ellacuría, “Filosofía y política,” in EP I, 54, my translation. 
138 Implicit to this discussion is the place of Socrates for Ellacuría’s understanding of philosophy. 
Indeed what has just been said implies an essentially Socratic approach and confirms what a detailed 
reading of Ellacuría suggests; that Ellacuría’s life became consciously or otherwise Socratic in nature, even 
to the point of death. The fundamental points worth making are these: firstly for Ellacuría what Socrates 
encapsulates is less his political knowing as such and more his understanding of what it takes to build a just 
politics. He writes accordingly, “He saw everything sub luce civitatis, in the light of the State, but not of a 
state that imposed itself from above, but rather a State solely in which human beings were able to give 
expression to the full measure of their fullness…. What weighed heavily for him was not just knowing 
about things - the human being, the city and its affairs, the public domain, as the Romans termed it - but 
rather how things might be, how things may become, given that they are still not, and because they are not, 
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Political philosophy as ideological moment of praxis: toward a correct historicization 
These last two sub-sections have pointed to a similar conclusion: namely that for 
Ellacuría, philosophy assumes a particular operative function with regard to historical 
reality and praxis. Initially philosophy was alluded to as “the critical consciousness of a 
critical science of praxis.”139 Subsequently it was argued that philosophy’s pre-eminent 
role is to be in a position to constitute a genuine critical consciousness of praxis through a 
rigorous understanding and knowledge of it.
140
 In each case philosophy’s role is truth-
bearing;
141
 as said earlier, critically verifying, making true and real that which is already 
in itself, a principle of truth. This conclusion as we have seen however is not without its 
                                                                                                                                                 
are false and unjust.” Ellacuría, “Filosofía ¿para qué? in EF III, 117 my translation, originally published in 
Abra 11 (1976), 42-48. Secondly, the importance of Socrates’ thought for Ellacuría is not that he wished to 
establish a particular philosophy of politics, as Plato and Aristotle did, but instead focused upon a political 
philosophy, meaning an emphasis upon a specifically philosophical engagement rather than a political one, 
typical of the politician. For his part, Socrates never inclined to assume the role of a politician, in as much 
as his desire was never to actually exercise power but rather to ensure to the best of his ability that political 
power was exercised well. To this end he engaged in making a philosophical contribution to reality that 
clearly assumed political dimensions, but which retained its philosophical character. Was this simply doing 
politics from a distance, a safe distance at that? Clearly not, for in Ellacuría’s judgment, Socrates’ death, 
the way he died, his execution at the hands of the state, as presented by Plato, reflected only too well the 
public danger of a politically effective political philosophy. In this sense Socrates represented for Ellacuría, 
a tangible example of the best of philosophical practice. As Samour puts it, “For Ellacuría the originality of 
Socrates is rooted in having converted philosophy itself into an ethical existence characterized by the 
forgetting of oneself and one’s interests in order to commit to the good of others and of the city. It is the 
philosophical vocation itself and the fidelity to itself that leads it to concern itself with political reality (my 
italics) in order to achieve its transformation,” Samour, Voluntad de liberación, 265. What is of importance 
in this statement of Samour’s about Ellacuría is the philosophical insight that the ethical and reality are 
never far from one another; that the ethical within Socratic thought is never something that simply accepts 
the given moral codes and creeds of the city, but rather subjects them to rigorous critical analysis; 
especially those codes and creeds that mask over access to truthful knowing, through their self-interested 
ignorance, and denial of practical reality’s weight. 
139 This chapter, in the sub-section “Philosophy of politics and political philosophy: toward a 
correct politicization.” 
140 This chapter, “Philosophies and philosophy: priority for historical intelligence conditioned by 
politics.” 
141 Ibid. 
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difficulties, in as much as philosophy is not free of its own potential for un-truth, for false 
politicizations, including its very own ideologization.
142
 In that which follows my 
purpose is to dig deeper, attempting to understand philosophy’s own potential for 
ideologization. From there I shall move to see how in Ellacuría’s estimation philosophy 
can actually become a means for liberation through its correct historicization.
143
 I shall 
pursue three questions: first a reprise of Ellacuría’s understanding of philosophy’s pre-
eminent role; second, the historical error of philosophy and philosophers; and third, the 
manner in which a philosophy of liberation actually becomes correctly historicized with 
special regard to its potential as a power for de-ideologization. 
                                                 
142 This chapter, “Philosophy of politics and political philosophy: toward a correct politicization.” 
143 A significant and thorny question concerns the nature of the relationship between philosophy’s 
correct politicization and correct historicization. As far as I am aware this has not been an issue that has 
been discussed overtly by either Ellacuría or the numerous commentators. To my mind the two concepts 
are inherently connected but the manner of this connection is not without its complexities. I would argue 
that the relationship is grounded in the common challenge of the correct utilization of philosophy for 
liberative purposes. On the one hand the issue of a false historicization of philosophy for Ellacuría, 
concerns philosophy’s propensity to ideologization through submission to the power of abstract ideologies. 
Correct historicization, as I shall explain later, serves as the anti-dote to ideologization through holding 
ideologies’ claims to a verifiable accountability. False politicization of philosophy on the other hand, as 
observed earlier finds expression in a range of ways, but at its most expansive, subordinating or limiting 
itself in the task of taking seriously the totality and ultimacy of reality (my words) through submitting to 
particular abstract or ahistoricised instances or frameworks that claim some ultimacy in themselves, 
including Marxist or even Christian doctrine. This as I explained can occur in numerous ways, including 
the several “circumstantial limitations,” one of which is “the utilization of the philosophical task for 
immediate effectiveness.” Specifically Ellacuría holds this to correspond to philosophy’s ideologization; 
that is its entrapment by preconceived ideologies. Accordingly both false politicization and false 
historicization share something in common; philosophy’s openness to abstraction and the rejection of the 
weight of the historical. That said it seems to me that they are not exactly the same in that philosophy’s 
correct historicization is really the primary or deeper reference point. This is so because it is the means 
through which a correct politicization is achieved. In other words a correct historicization is the only path 
through which philosophy can take historical reality’s ultimacy seriously, and in so doing avoid its 
submission to abstract and totalizing political visions. 
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Ellacuría explains philosophy as a “specific theoretical (ideological) moment of 
historical praxis.”144 What stands behind this statement is the realist concern about the 
material conditions of objective knowledge. Ellacuría is clear that knowledge has tended 
to subscribe to an idealist “statute,” in the sense that if it is true knowledge it apparently 
does not depend upon material conditions to invalidate its objectivity.
145
 The fact is 
however that the existence of material conditions does precisely de-absolutize knowledge 
to the extent that they subject it to the limits of materiality itself. In other words the 
admission of conditions ipso facto already supposes the negation of knowledge’s absolute 
character. 
This being so, philosophy in one way or another cannot help but be connected 
with reality and in particular with what Ellacuría refers to as the “principle of reality,” 
praxis. In fact philosophy is “dependent upon it”146 – both influenced by and influencing 
                                                 
144 Ellacuría, “Función liberadora,” in EP I, 111-112. Here Ellacuría points out, “… so that 
philosophy as a theoretical moment can discharge all its liberating capacity and so that it itself becomes 
reinforced as philosophy, it must consciously and thoughtfully reclaim its function as the adequate 
theoretical moment of an adequate historical praxis” (author’s italics), my translation. See also Samour, 
“La propuesta filosófica de Ignacio Ellacuría,” in ECA, No.697-698, (2006), 1242, also in Samour’s 
Voluntad de liberación, 38. 
145 Ellacuría contends that this idealist perspective holds equally for not just Kantian idealism but 
in its own way for classical empiricism. Samour comments, “Apparently – Ellacuría indicates in the 
introduction of the cited course – that there is an apparent opposition between material conditions and 
objective knowledge. On the one hand, knowledge seems to have an idealistic statute of objectivity in the 
sense that if it is true knowledge then it does not depend upon material conditions capable of invalidating 
its objectivity. In this line, from an idealist-Kantian perspective of objective knowledge or a critical-realist 
interpretation, it is supposed that knowledge is objectivity: that is something able to say what things really 
are. Indeed when a scientific critique has been made of metaphysical knowledge, still there has been 
maintained the objective nature of knowledge,” Samour, Voluntad de liberación 275, my translation. 
146 Carlos Molina Velázquez speaks of this dependence in the following terms: “But philosophy, 
as liberating as it may comprehend itself to be, is not enough to actually realize such liberation. Ellacuría 
makes the liberating function of philosophy depend upon praxis and the subject of liberation (even though 
he recognizes the relative independence of philosophizing with regard to any historical praxis),” “Ignacio 
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it – but the challenge for philosophy is just how this relationship works. For Ellacuría, 
philosophy may function in one of two ways: either in a manner that is consistent with its 
own “epistemological statute,”147 critically and creatively as a discerning force for 
liberation as it opts for and participates in liberative historical praxis; or on the other hand 
as we have seen, it may amount to a mere reflection of a particular praxis, acknowledged 
or not, remembering that praxis in itself is torn, divided and conflictive. In this latter case, 
philosophy almost invariably becomes debased, less than what it should be due to its own 
ideologization.
148
 The doing of philosophy is therefore always a venture fraught with 
difficulty, and in this light it is not surprising that the temptation for philosophy and 
philosophers is to opt out of the conflict altogether, to claim a particular distance, even 
imagined neutrality from it all. For Ellacuría such a posture can only be a pretense since 
it amounts to a vain attempt to find a way out of history. He warns that the only genuinely 
historical way for philosophy to situate itself amidst the totality of things, is to critically 
and creatively place itself in one of the opposing parts, and in so doing re-assume and 
transcend it.
149
 For Ellacuría philosophy’s pre-eminent role assumes a particular 
                                                                                                                                                 
Ellacuría: filosofía y liberación en América Latina,” in Proceso, IX Aniversario de los Mártires de la UCA, 
No. 830, (November 1999), http://www.uca.edu.sv/publica/proceso/proc830.html#Ignacio, accessed 
November 12th 2011. 
147 Samour, Voluntad de liberación, 38. 
148 This chapter, “Philosophy of politics and political philosophy: toward a correct politicization.” 
149 As Samour writes in idyllic Spanish which is hard to replicate in English, “Como la praxis 
histórica en su forma actual es una praxis dividida y conflictiva, el modo histórico de situarse en la 
totalidad es el de incorporarse reflejamente en una de las partes contrapuestas para reasumir la 
contraposición y lograr así superarla,” Voluntad de liberación, 38. 
254 
 
dynamism that pushes history forward through its discernment of and critical 
involvement with praxis. To this effect Castellón writes, 
Ignacio Ellacuría’s philosophical horizon is not reality as the formality of human 
intellection, nor the intelligence that senses reality, nor even ‘understanding the intimate 
structures of the real’; rather the philosophical horizon of our author is the building of a 
new world (my italics). It is a utopian and eschatological horizon in the face of a bloody 
reality of death, violence, inhuman poverty, injustices and exploitation. That fundamental 
and raw intuition requires a philosophical justification that our author attempts to develop 
from Zubiri’s admirable metaphysical edifice. Zubiri teaches him to understand reality in 
order to push it forward. Accordingly Ellacuría does not simply seek to understand 
historical reality’s dynamisms but to push them. It is important (then) to understand 
praxis in the broader whole of reality’s dynamism.150 
Next, why should liberative philosophy take its cue from this praxis? For 
Ellacuría, the connection between philosophy and praxis is especially important because 
of the error of philosophers in the past, who have labored deluded in the claim that they 
have been able to independently contribute to liberation divorced from all and indeed any 
liberating social praxis. Fundamental to this error in Ellacuría’s judgment, is that 
philosophers have tended to assume that philosophy in its own right enjoys some intrinsic 
liberative properties, while also primarily focusing upon people as individuals rather than 
                                                 
150 Castellón, Ellacuría y la filosofía de la praxis, (Editorial Hergué, 2003), 87-88, my translation. 
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grounded in their social contexts.
151
 This insistence upon philosophy’s apparent intrinsic 
liberative character fails in Ellacuría’s view, to comprehend its inherent predisposition to 
ideologization. It is for this reason, he holds, that philosophy’s role in Latin America has 
been ambiguous and at times counter-productive.
152
 What is necessary therefore is that 
philosophy situates itself within a liberative praxis that is in principle independent of it. 
This insistence nevertheless should not be taken as implying that philosophy does 
not possess its own theoretical character or that it does not enjoy a relative autonomy in 
its own right. As Ellacuría contends, “… [it] is absurd to think that the logical rectitude of 
thought and the elaboration of theoretical instruments for the purpose of getting close to 
                                                 
151 Ellacuría writes, “The error of philosophers has habitually been the pretension of being 
liberators, considering themselves as able to contribute to liberation by themselves; according to some it 
would be quite possible to render a totally liberating philosophy completely independent of liberating 
praxis and the philosophy could in practical terms liberate without in any way being related to a liberating 
social praxis…Actual Latin American reality on the other hand, leads us to the hypothesis that philosophy 
will only be able to occupy its critical and creative ideological function in favor of an effective praxis of 
liberation, if it adequately situates itself within that liberative praxis that is in principle independent of it,” 
“Función liberadora” in EP I, 108, my translation. 
152 Elsewhere Ellacuría speaks insightfully of philosophy’s tendency to ideologization especially 
when in the best tradition it seeks to reach toward “the unity of all things” (“unidad de todas las cosas”). 
This rethinking of reality as a whole is in fact one of the things that Ellacuría appreciates most about 
Zubiri’s work, not to mention others in his ‘hall of fame’ who did likewise: Parmenides, Plato, Aristotle, 
Liebniz, Hume, Kant, Hegel, Husserl and Heidegger. It is however precisely when philosophy holds this 
ambition as representations or substitutions of reality that its tendency arises to assume an ideological role, 
serving in one way or another as a justification for the prevailing order, defrauding those who genuinely go 
in search of reality as it is. Notwithstanding, for Ellacuría it is precisely metaphysics in and through its 
depth reading of reality, seeking “the sight of clearness” where transcendence is intra-historical, that 
generates the possibility of moving beyond the limits of any particular interpretation of reality in order to 
take on board reality’s totality, both critiquing and transforming it. He writes, “Philosophy must distinguish 
itself by fundamentality, by the search for the fundamentals. It is then quite possible that in this search for 
the fundamentals one is able to better discover the lack of grounding of the ideologized positions. This 
proposal in search of ultimate and totalizing fundamentals, has it must be admitted, its dangers of a slide 
towards ideologization, but as well carries enormous possibilities for identifying and combating what is 
desired and presented as real fundamentals when really they are simply imagined…,” Ellacuría, “Función 
liberadora” in EP I, 101, my translation. Samour also discusses this issue at some length in Voluntad de 
liberación, 271. 
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reality may necessarily arise as a mechanical reflection of a particular praxis.”153 As a 
matter of fact, for Ellacuría philosophy continues to be a predominantly theoretical task 
that requires both peculiar capacities and preparation that cannot be substituted by mere 
honest endeavor or even the most enlightened social praxis. With this acknowledgment in 
mind, liberative philosophy while both present and participative in praxis must always 
remain at a critical distance from it, even if it is judged to be essentially correct in its 
fundamentals. This critical distance is not however the same as a distancing or separation 
from reality as such, neither can it amount to a lack of commitment to reality. Rather it is 
simply a confirmation of the fact that not even the best of actions achieve their ends. 
Indeed most become bogged down, diverted, even exhausted in the surrounding social 
and political complexities. To this effect Ellacuría perceptively adds, “[neither] the 
vanguards are adequate to the people, nor the political projects to the abundance of 
reality; and even less can the necessity to maintain power lead to the avoidance of 
committing dark deeds.”154 
                                                 
153 Ellacuría, “Función liberadora” in EP I, 109, my translation. 
154 Ibid., 113, my translation. Elsewhere Ellacuría declares his admiration for the popular 
movements that have been discussed in chapter 2, but in the same breath acknowledges that “It is quite 
possible to entertain, and it really does happen, that social processes and groups bursting to overflowing 
with truth nevertheless become captive to intellectual snares that distort both the expression and the 
consequent practice of their special knowledge,” ibid., 109, my translation. This same insight could also be 
quoted back to Ellacuría himself – although he would in all probability be unlikely to accept the criticism – 
with regard to the UCA, when it may be remembered, it officially supported the bloodless coup of October 
15th, 1970.This was a position that the CEB’s and the popular movements opposed – rightly as it turned out 
– on the basis that the old interests represented by the military hard-liners would never weaken their grip, 
even in a government afforded a more liberal guise. See chapter 1, “Coup D’état, Romero’s Death, Descent 
into Civil War: 1979-1980.” 
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Accordingly Ellacuría concludes that philosophy and it might be added 
philosophers
155
 do enjoy a particular autonomy, yet one that is by no means absolute but 
always tempered by philosophy’s special dependence upon the way it gets its bearings 
upon social and historical reality and the interests that dominate it.
156
 
The third consideration, signaled above, is that of how does a philosophy of 
liberation take its cue from liberative praxis and in so doing actually become correctly 
historicized? To discuss this question it is really necessary to revisit and deepen the 
theme of human intelligence
157
 and only then philosophy. 
In the discussion about Zubiri, it may be recalled that central to his argument was 
the contention that the artificial excision between intelligence and sensibility is largely 
responsible for the various forms of reductionistic idealism common to Western 
philosophy. Put in another way, in one form or another, the exclusion of sensibility from 
                                                 
155 The place of philosophers in the social equation is part and parcel of the broader philosophical 
question. Ellacuría declares that, “The philosopher cannot be a functionary subject to, or admirer 
spellbound by social praxis. In fact no intellectual, not even an intellectual close to the people can be so; 
but even less so the philosopher who relies upon a fundamental attitude and a critical set of instruments that 
frees him from his functionality and spell bounded-ness...,” Ibid., 113, my translation. 
156 This dependence upon historical praxis and the social and historical reality behind it should not 
be an altogether strange idea in as much as philosophy also has had a dependence upon scientific 
knowledge which itself is an “accumulated cultural experience.” Ellacuría adds speculatively but most 
compellingly, “Perhaps it does not even bear thinking about how differently Aristotle would have thought 
if his time had been ours with the theoretical knowledge that there is today, with the different forms of 
social reality and ethics that have come to the fore. In the many strictly philosophical aspects dependence 
can be greater with respect to the various strains of knowledge from which philosophy stems than the social 
reality in which its is installed. Not for this reason however its dependence upon social reality is any less 
important. It is important to acknowledge that the horizon of interests, concerns and desires etc., and above 
all social pressure, limit but also strengthen philosophy’s questions and even the orientation of its answers: 
whether they are positive and favorably disposed or negative and critically disposed to the conditioning 
factors,” ibid., 109, my translation. 
157 See the earlier discussion in this chapter regarding intelligence and its place in the context of 
political philosophy, ‘Philosophies and philosophy: priority for historical intelligence conditioned by 
politics.” This in turn relates to the material conditions of knowledge. 
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intelligence has legitimated metaphysical dualisms, not to mention social and political 
ones.
158
 In speaking of this insight, González speaks of Zubiri as a beneficiary of 
Nietzsche’s intuition: the deep seated lie of the separation between intelligence and 
sensibility.
159
 But he also compellingly adds that Zubiri inherited another intuition 
already found in the criticism of the young Marx against both idealism and even the 
materialism of his day. This was that sensibility is not primarily a passive faculty, a mere 
receptive faculty, but rather constitutively active in its relationship with its environment. 
From this intuition flows the insight that the human being’s relationship with the natural 
                                                 
158 He alludes to even the frequent reification of divisions through opposing the sensible 
knowledge of the common people to the ‘true’ knowledge of the elites. 
159 González writes, “It is enough to point out, according to my way of seeing it, that Zubiri 
appears in this trilogy as inheritor of two great intuitions of post-Hegelian philosophy (and if you like, post-
modern) with regard to the problem of intellection. In the first place, the intuition of Nietzsche, according 
to which the classical error – or as he would say, the deep-seated lie – of idealism has at its root the 
artificial split between intelligence and sensibility that we already found in Parmenides. To the separation 
of these two faculties of cognition corresponds from the Greeks the metaphysical dualism between the two 
realms of the real: the world of sensibility and the world of intelligibility. And not only this, but I would 
add it is important to remember that this duality of cognitive faculties has furnished a foundation since 
Parmenides for the socio-theoretical dichotomization, rather than just metaphysical, between the – so called 
– ‘wise’ who are guided by the logos and the ‘vulgar’ who follow the deceptive impressions of their senses. 
In any case, Zubiri understands as Nietzsche that the radical overcoming of Western idealism is only 
possible through the reaffirmation - in the case of Zubiri rigorously grounded – of the intimate unity 
between sensing and intelligizing,” my translation. Antonio González, “Aproximación a Ellacuría,” ECA, 
No. 505-506, (1990), 979-989, in English “Assessing the Philosophical Achievement of Ignacio Ellacuría 
trans. Robert Lasalle-Klein in Love That Produces Hope ,ibid., 82. González’s point is well confirmed by 
Nietzsche’s own words, “Let us be on guard against the hallowed philosopher’s myth of a ‘pure, will-less, 
painless time-less knower’; let us beware of the tentacles of such contradictory notions as ‘pure reason’, 
‘absolute knowledge’, ‘absolute intelligence’. All these concepts presuppose an eye such as no living being 
can imagine, an eye required to have no direction, to abrogate its active and interpretive powers – precisely 
those powers that alone make of seeing, seeing something. All seeing is essentially perspective, and so is all 
knowing,” cited in Modern Christian Thought, Vol I, ed. James C. Livingstone (Upper Saddle River, New 
Jersey: Prentice Hall, 1997), 403. In his Will to Power [1883-1888], Nietzsche writes that we would not 
have knowledge “if we did not need to have it, and we would not have it as it is if we could live otherwise,” 
Friedrich Nietzsche, Will to Power [1883-1888], trans. W.Kaufmann and R.J. Hollingdale, (New York: 
Random House, 1967), 358. In short for Nietszche, the perspective by which alone we can see anything is 
shaped by our hopes, fears and needs. Our intellect and knowledge are determined by these affective 
conditions of existence. 
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and social world does not consist primarily in contemplation but instead in transforming 
activity.
160
 
Understood in this way, human intelligence is undeniably constitutively historical 
in nature and as such has its fundamental foundation in the praxic character of 
intellection; or as Ellacuría rigorously puts it, “in the structural unity of intellection with a 
sensing that is in its-self active.”161 Now despite the fact that Ellacuría was not afforded 
the time to develop his thought about historical intelligence, he nevertheless underscores 
several points that serve to help us draw conclusions about philosophy. The first is that 
human intelligence in its interpretive and still more in its projective and praxic character 
“is conditioned” by the historical world in which it exists, that it has its origins in a 
concrete historical and social praxis that determines the possibilities of all rational 
                                                 
160 It is important to note that this does not exclude contemplation from philosophy but rather 
relativizes it as its only function. This is not disconnected from Ellacuría’s insistence of philosophy’s 
relative autonomy from praxis discussed above. Samour confirms this in writing, “We have already seen 
that for Ellacuría the historical logos of philosophy is not purely a logos of praxis, but as well a 
contemplative logos, and both must be maintained in a unitary fashion in philosophical reflection of 
historical praxis. For this reason together with the presence and participation within a liberative praxis, 
there must be also a critical distance from the dominant praxis in order that there is an adequate 
politicization of philosophy,” Samour, Voluntad de liberación, 301. See also above “Philosophy of politics 
and political philosophy: toward a correct politicization” regarding philosophy’s “correct politicization” 
and human intelligence’s triple dimensionality. 
161 Ellacuría, “Hacia una fundamentación filosófica del método teológico latinoamericano,” ECA, 
No. 322-323, (1975), 409-425, ET I, 187-218, my translation. He writes, “Human intelligence is not only 
always historical, but also, this historicity belongs to the essential structure itself of intelligence and the 
historical character of knowing, whilst activity implies a precise historical character of the same cognitive 
contents,” my translation, 209. David Gandolfo comments regarding the praxic character of intellection, 
quoting Samour, “Thinking must be effective and transformative. But this transformation…must be true. A 
theory that does not transform reality, or which has no impact on it, has a truth value that is doubtful; but 
the theory or concept which believes itself to be true must try to realize itself practically…,” Gandolfo, 
“Human Essence, History and Liberation: Karl Marx and Ignacio Ellacuría on Being Human,” 338-339, 
quoted from Samour, “La filosofía política de Ignacio Ellacuría,” unpublished class notes, personal 
archives, 15. 
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activity.
162
 Second, human intelligence has not only a social origin but also has a social 
destination: in other words interest forms a considerable, perhaps the greater part of its 
content and tasks. In this sense then, what stands as crucial is that human knowing does 
not fall into a naïve ‘unknowing,’ or as Ellacuría puts it, “into dark ideologizations,” but 
rather remains acutely aware of its own context, ensuring that its analysis is critical and 
when needed, able to “unmask” those interests.163 Third, the link between intelligence 
and historical reality does not just arise because of the origin or destination of rational 
activity. Rather due to the active character of intelligence and the dynamism of 
“everything real,” praxis becomes the very condition of knowing’s very own 
scientificity.
164
 That said however, human knowing needs praxis not just for it own 
                                                 
162 Ellacuría offers the fascinating statement of Max Scheler’s concerning Kant’s thought. “To put 
an example concerning a classical model of theoretical and apriori theory, it is interesting to pick up Max 
Scheler writing about Kantian ethics: ‘It is possible to demonstrate via the historical and psychological path 
that Kant’s conviction to the effect that he had the where-with-all to enquire into pure reason as such valid 
for all human beings, was in fact no more than the root of a particular ethos rigidly delimited both 
ethnically and historically, of a particular people and state in a period determined by Prussian history 
(which it must be added takes nothing away from the grandeur and sheer quality of the ethos),” Ellacuría, 
Hacia una fundamentacón filosófica del método teológico latinoamericano,” ET I, 210, my translation. 
163 Ellacuría writes, “What is needed then is not to fall into dark ideologizations, to apply 
hermeneutics as far as critical análysis and to unmask when necessary the social origins and social 
destinations of all knowing,” ibid., 211, my translation. What is central to this challenge is the fact, 
according to Ellacuría that intelligence and the ideological or interested reading of reality is entirely 
inevitable since human intelligence is at base not just historical but biological. In other words, the human 
being does not use his faculty simply to know how things really are but to defend himself in life’s struggle. 
The biological and material character of human knowledge is what lies at the root of ideologizations: 
individual and group survival with its forceful character of pre-eminence and domination determine and 
condition the possibilities of objective knowledge, especially when survival is in danger. Ellacuría, “La 
historización del concepto de propiedad como principio de desideologización,” in ECA 335-336 
(September-October, 1976), 426, also in EP I, 588 and published in English, “The Historicization of the 
Concept of Property,” in John Hassett and Hugh Lacey, eds., Towards a Society that Serves Its People: The 
Intellectual Contribution of El Salvador’s Murdered Jesuits (Washington D.C.: Georgetown University 
Press, 1991), 105-137. 
164 Ellacuría, Hacia una fundamentacón filosófica del método teológico latinoamericano,” ET I, 
211, also Antonio González, “Aproximación a Ellacuría,” ECA, No. 505-506, (1990), 979-989, in English 
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scientific verification but also simply to put it in real contact with the source of much of 
its content to begin with. To put it in Ellacurían language, “It is necessary to actively be 
in reality, and the knowing that results must itself be measured and verified by a presence 
likewise active in reality.”165 
Now to continue, if the link between intelligence and historical reality is indeed 
fundamental to intelligence itself, and if human knowing needs praxis for amongst other 
things its own verification, the implications for philosophy are not altogether different. 
All human knowing in general, but philosophy in particular, must be conscious of its 
historicity, of its concrete connected-ness with the social praxis from which it arises, 
which it serves and in which it moves. It is in the final analysis only by beginning with 
the consciousness of its own situation, that it is possible for philosophy to seek 
objectivity and even universality, although it can never be more than – and this is crucial 
to Ellacuría – a situated objectivity and universality. The same observations also apply to 
a philosophy of liberation, but in this case what stands out as the most fundamental of 
horizons, indeed as the very point of departure, is historical reality, not understood as just 
historical or social praxis but a particular sort of historical and social praxis – liberating 
                                                                                                                                                 
“Assessing the Philosophical Achievement of Ignacio Ellacuría trans. Robert Lasalle-Klein, in Love That 
Produces Hope, 83. 
165 This is the case, contends Ellacuría, for all theory but especially for theology that relates to a 
faith that claims to be life itself (la vida misma) for human beings, ET I, 211. This understanding of human 
intelligence which involves facing up to real things as real carries with it three dimensions that have already 
been mentioned in earlier footnotes, chapter 4, n. 4 and in this chapter under the title: “The Ethical 
Challenge: Toward Liberation.” Again they are hacerse cargo de la realidad, sometimes meant as the so-
called “noetic” moment of what it means to face up to reality followed by the ethical “shouldering the 
weight of reality” (el cargar con la realidad) and finally the praxic “taking charge of the weight of reality” 
(el encargarse de la realidad). In general the sense concerns a “caring for reality.” Ignacio Ellacuría, Hacia 
una fundamentación filosófica del método teológico latinoamericano,” ET I, 187-218, 208. 
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praxis. It is then only by situating itself adequately within a liberating praxis that a 
philosophy of liberation can become sufficiently and correctly historicized.
166
 
What remains is to dig a little further and unpack in more specific terms just what 
this process of philosophy situating itself within liberating praxis with a view to 
becoming correctly historicized, actually looks like. For Ellacuría there are three 
elements to philosophy’s correct historicization; the first involving philosophy’s critical 
role, the second its creative role and the third its location; in other words where it is done 
from. As such these mandates serve as potent forces for liberation, not simply of the 
interior or subjective, but also, albeit in a more indirect manner, of objective and 
structural liberation. 
First with regard to philosophy’s critical mandate, Ellacuría insists that it 
primarily turns upon the dominant ideology in any given cultural arrangement, as a key 
structural moment of the social system. In fact it would not be too much to say that for 
Ellacuría philosophy’s critical function is actually defined around ideology.167 Central to 
this discussion then is the identification and clarification of ideology’s character and then 
the philosophy of liberation’s relationship to it. 
Concerning ideology’s character, it is not enough to simply regurgitate the oft-
held assumption that it exists as a reflection of false consciousness because of social class, 
                                                 
166 González, “Aproximación a Ellacuría,” ECA, No. 505-506, (1990), 979-989, in English 
“Assessing the Philosophical Achievement of Ignacio Ellacuría, trans. Lasalle-Klein in Love That Produces 
Hope , 84. 
167 Ellacuría, “Función liberadora,” in EP I, 95. 
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or as a way to substitute for more crude ways of oppression and repression.
168
 Rather, 
argues Ellacuría, ideology is an utterly necessary phenomenon given the very nature of 
human intellection as constitutively historical, as grounded in historical praxis. For 
Ellacuría, ideology as a theoretical moment of praxis is invariably connected to the 
human need for theoretical explanations and justifications pitched from particular angles 
of truth and goodness. These may be either sophisticated products of the intellect or less 
rigorous ideas reflected in propaganda and sometimes even preaching.
169
 Much of what 
                                                 
168 This is not by inference a ‘cheap shot’ at Marxist understanding. Indeed Ellacuría’s ideas 
approximate Marxism in many ways although Marxist parlance tends to emphasize ideology’s negative 
dimension in generating false or ideologized consciousness. For example while Louis Althusser argues that 
“societies secrete ideology as the very indispensable element and atmosphere for their breathing, for its 
historical life.” La revolución teórica de Marx, (Mexico City: Siglo XXI, 1967), 191, my translation, he 
adds that ideology is by necessity always false, amounting to an imaginary representation of the relation 
between individuals and social groups with their conditions of existence,” Luis Althusser, “Sobre el 
concepto de la ideología,” in Polémica sobre marxismo y humanismo, (Mexico City: Siglo XXI, 1968), 22, 
my translation. His view is that this deformation has nothing to do with the deliberate malice of social 
agents but with the opaqueness of all social structures determined by the classist nature of all societies. 
Further Althusser turns to science as the “epistemological rupture” with ideology, as the way forward 
toward a genuine materialist reading of reality. This is clearly in-line with Marx if we listen to Robert 
Tucker’s rendition. Tucker writes “Generalizing the argument still further, Marx joins philosophical false 
consciousness together with the religious and other non-scientific forms of consciousness (my italics) under 
the general category of ‘ideology’. Ideology is consciousness of reality in which ‘people and their 
circumstances appear upside down as in a camera obscura…’ It is therefore an illusory consciousness 
although the ideological thinker does not know it to be illusory.” Robert Tucker, Philosophy and Myth in 
Karl Marx, (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1972), 180-181. For both Marx and Althusser only 
through the attainment of genuine materialism that sees not just any consciousness but ‘real life’ as the 
prime datum, human thought ceases to be infected with ideology. An interesting aside here is Marx’s own 
historical struggle with the young Hegelians with regard to the primacy of genuine materialist reality. He 
held that as insightful as Hegelianism was, it was nevertheless deeply ideologized in as much as it 
amounted to a mystification of material reality. As he argues in The German Ideology, none of the so-called 
“young Hegelians” escaped Hegelian illusion: Feuerbach taking religious consciousness, Bauer critical 
consciousness and Stirner individual consciousness – to be the prime datum. One can imagine Ellacuría’s 
agreement with regard to the importance of genuine materialism, but his disagreement on two fronts: the 
grounds of genuine material reality and his skepticism concerning Marx’s and Althusser’s optimism with 
regard to ‘science’s capacity in general and scientific materialism’s capacity in particular to counter-act 
ideology. Ellacuría never abruptly counters science and ideology as Marxism confidently does. 
169 João Batista Libânio and Francisco Taborda discuss to good effect the concept and function of 
ideology. In so doing they concur with Ellacuría, that ideology flows from the human character of knowing, 
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occurs in individual and group behavior, he holds, depends upon ideology, which in the 
final analysis only serves to underscore the value of structurally comprehending it as a 
means to understanding social behavior as a whole. Further Ellacuría insists, every 
society requires a tradition that allows it to face up to and to shoulder reality’s weight170 
and in this regard ideology as a sub-system of the social, as a coherent part of the society 
of which it is a part, often enjoys significant power and effectiveness. He writes, 
“Accordingly, they (ideologies) are the framework of activity and the light with which it 
is possible to gain some illumination…; it always follows that ideology is the water in 
                                                                                                                                                 
as “a product of human intelligence,” or “a social phenomenon of the rationalist mentality,” João Batista 
Libânio and Francisco Taborda, “Ideología,” in ML II, eds, Ignacio Ellacuría and Jon Sobrino, (San 
Salvador, Editores UCA, 1992), 584. Ellacuría, Libânio and Taborda in general agree with much of the 
original work of Juan Luis Segundo regarding faith and ideology. See Juan Luis Segundo, El hombre de 
hoy ante Jesús de Nazaret I, Fe e ideología (Madrid, Ediciones Cristiandad, 1982), Parts I and II. In 
English, see Juan Luis Segundo, The Liberation of Theology, trans. John Drury, (Dublin, Gill and 
MacMillan, 1977), chapters 4, 5 and 6. The later English translation of the above Spanish title is Faith and 
Ideologies, Vol. 1, trans. John Drury (New York, Melbourne, London, Orbis, Dove, Sheed and Ward, 
1982), Parts I and II. Interesting in theological/philosophical discussion about ideology and faith, is the 
notably positive construct in relatively recent Catholic social teaching as seen through the eyes of John 
XXIII and Paul VI: John in Pacem in terris (Peace on Earth), 159, and Paul in Populorum progressio (On 
the Development of Peoples), 39 and 14 and Octogesima adveniens (On the 80th Anniversary of Rerum 
novarum: Apostolic Letter to Cardinal Roy, President of the Pontifical Commission for Justice and Peace), 
24-24. In contrast to their predecessors and I would contend their successors, John Paul II and Benedict 
XVI, both pontiffs stand out through distinguishing ideologies in two senses: firstly in the pejorative sense 
of absolutizing cosmovisions that raise the problem of open-ness to the transcendent; and secondly in the 
more positive sense as “historical movements,” less engaged with providing absolute answers to ultimate 
questions, but instead committed to dealing with the struggle of the here and now. For both John XXIII and 
Paul VI, Christians may be more open to ideological currents expressed in “historical movements” than in 
the traditional dogmatic absolutist frame of things. Ricardo Antoncich and José Miguel Munárriz, La 
doctrina social de la Iglesia, (Madrid, Ediciones Paulinas, 1986), ch.7. 
170 This concept of ideology as shouldering reality’s weight is well summed-up in Castellón’s 
words, clearly drawn from Ellacuría’s thought, “Each people need to have a tradition that allows them to 
face up to reality, whilst also shouldering this same reality. Beginning from ‘zero’ would mean a terrible 
backward step in historical terms, besides being utterly impossible: we need to be given a sense for life. 
Each culture possesses a way of living humanely: there have been cultures that have centered their sense 
for life in transcendent salvation, or in honor, or in work, or in the accumulation of capital, or in hedonism. 
That sense that is given to one’s own history and from which we interpret all reality is what we call 
ideology,” Castellón, Ellacuría y la filosofía de la praxis, (Huelva, Spain, Editorial Hergué, 2003), 213-
214, my translation. 
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which we swim, in which we are submerged and in which we float.”171 Indeed it is 
ideology that through the concepts of justice, morality and codes of law, serves the 
function of interpreting and valuing the relationship of the individual and the group with 
itself, with social structures and nature; in fact with everything that surrounds and 
constitutes life.
172
 
Now while ideology is necessary, it also carries an ambiguous or pejorative 
dimension
173
 and the reason for this is strictly structural. If ideology plays a fundamental 
role in the conservation and reproduction of society, it follows that when a society is 
                                                 
171 Ellacuría, FRH, 293, my translation. Elsewhere he adds that ideology is an integrating instance 
of the social-historical structure, “that reflects what society is as a whole, whilst also determining it.” 
“Conclusiones de la primera parte del curso, ‘Ideología e inteligencia,” 1982, Archivo Ignacio Ellacuría, 
San Salvador, UCA, unpublished, (1982), cited in Samour, Voluntad de liberación, 291. In summing up 
Ellacuría, Samour continues, “Ideology as a sub-structure of social praxis is not therefore a simple out-
growth or just a pallid reflection of social relations, but instead an essential element of the historical life of 
societies, with an extraordinarily significant impact upon the configuration of historical reality,” ibid., my 
translation. 
172 Ellacuría, “Ideología e inteligencia,” 22, unpublished, cited in Castellón, Ellacuría y la filosofía 
de la praxis, (Huelva, Spain, Editorial Hergué, 2003), 213, my translation. 
173 Turning again to Catholic social teaching; this pejorative sense of ideology is what has weighed 
most heavily in the Catholic social encyclicals apart from John XXIII and Paul VI. Prior to their 
pontificates, the tradition viewed ideology as exclusively dangerous. With the pontificate of John Paul II 
there has been a return to the past of sorts, where he repeatedly underscored ideologies as firstly quite 
contrary to and unnecessary for faith (Puebla, Inaugural Discourse) and secondly irredeemably connected 
to their dubious philosophical roots; in other words invariably ideologized and ideologizing, requiring them 
to be kept at arm’s length. This latter point is what appears to underscore John Paul’s pessimism regarding 
laizzez faire capitalism in Laborem exercens (On Human Work), LE. 13 and “real socialism” in Centesimus 
annus (On the Hundredth Anniversary of Rerum novarum), CA II.13. What remains curious nevertheless is 
the fact that of all recent pontiffs, John Paul showed himself to be more actively engaged with social 
movements than anyone else. John Luxmoore writes to this end concerning the central role of John Paul II 
with regard to the collapse of Communism in Europe, “The Pope knew agreements with Communist 
regimes were worthless unless backed by powerful pressure. He was also aware that Christians lacked the 
strength to exert this pressure by themselves and had to find common ground with other ‘people of 
goodwill’. Above all he grasped that the modern world functioned not through governments, but through 
people – people whose creative, revolutionary energies could be mobilized to break through the barriers of 
power and ideology. Having shunned social movements in the past, the Church now saw them as a creative 
force, (my italics) natural allies of the Church in the godly cause of human rights and social justice,” John 
Luxmoore, “Untold Story of 1989” in The Tablet, (December 12th, 2009), 7. 
266 
 
structurally unjust the ideology that represents and justifies it is also unjust, actively 
participating in society’s deformation. For Ellacuría, the deformation consists in the 
production and projection of a series of representations, that “far from being an objective 
reflection of what society actually is from the perspective of what is ideally being 
professed as good and true, is a distorted reflection of the same society, a reflection that 
does not allow it to be seen in its full reality.”174 What actually happens is a process 
through which the negative side of a social reality is unconsciously masked over, while at 
the same time, quite consciously, the positive side is thrown into relief. Furthermore, the 
dynamic cannot be otherwise, since an unjust society cannot function well unless the 
dominant ideology conforms to and defends the status quo. In fact without an ideology 
performing this ideologizing role, the only alternative left to dominant groups would be 
the rule of repression and terror.
175
 
                                                 
174 Ellacuría, ibid, cited in Samour, Voluntad de liberación, 292, my translation. 
175 Ellacuría notes a number of elements with regard to ideology’s ideologizing role: first, 
ideology stands as a totalizing, interpretative and justifying vision of a given reality in which are hidden 
important elements of falsity and or injustice. Second, the deforming construction enjoys a collective and 
social character that operates publicly and impersonally. Third, this deforming function unconsciously 
responds to collective interests that are the determining factors in the ideologized construction: in what it 
says, what it remains silent about, in what it avoids and what it distorts. Fourth, it presents itself as equally 
true for the one who produces it and the one who receives it. Finally it presents itself as bearing a universal 
character, marked by necessity and abstractness, even though the contexts from which it arises and to 
which it is addressed are always concrete. Ellacuría, “Función liberadora,” in EP I, 99. Ellacuría also takes 
up the question of how contending ideologies function in terms of so-called “ideological elements” 
(elementos ideológicos) and the “ideological totality” (totalidad ideological) of a society. The former 
corresponds to the ideological variants reflected amongst groups and individuals that challenge the 
dominant ideological totality while the latter refers to the principal ideology that lies at the heart of the 
system. Upon first impressions it would appear that contending ideologies appear to have little influence or 
power over the dominant. Does this mean that ideology cannot be changed or transformed? Does this mean 
that ideologies remain fixed, set in concrete? Ellacuría’s response is that ideologies, even the dominant, do 
change and this for one fundamental reason: the connectedness of everything. In other words, ideologies 
despite the impression they give, are never completely autonomous, but only ever relatively so, and this 
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But, it must be asked, what is it that causes this distortion of reality through its 
masking? At center-stage here is Zubiri’s old enemy abstraction; but applied to the social 
and political spheres.
176
 In this light Ellacuría writes, 
                                                                                                                                                 
never more than through ideology’s susceptibility to interest. Surely ideologies always present themselves 
as products of principle and values, claiming that these are the things that almost exclusively govern and 
shape reality. The truth however is somewhat more complex, in as much as interest governs principles and 
values every bit as much as the reverse. In other words, ideologies, even the dominant, are anything but 
impervious to surrounding realities. Further, avers Ellacuría, the role of contending ideologies, while 
seldom able to change things short of a transformed underlying social reality, is nevertheless potentially 
significant, especially when embraced by large numbers of people, the great majorities (las grandes 
mayorías) who are excluded from the advantages of society. 
176 Lassalle-Klein is correct when he makes just this point concerning the manner in which 
Ellacuría historicizes Zubiri’s criticism of reductionist idealism. He writes, “Here we see Ellacuría moving 
to historicize Zubiri’s critique of reductionist idealism and his constructive proposals regarding sentient 
intelligence and the formal character of reality,” Lassalle-Klein, “Ignacio Ellacuría’s Debt to Xavier 
Zubiri” in Love That Produces Hope, 111. Behind this abstraction of ideas Ellacuría registers two basic 
mechanisms at work: the first involves what is referred to as a “horizontal deformation” where dogmatism 
turns what is historical into what becomes natural: in other words the making of that which has been the 
fruit of human actions, into something fixed, immutable, wanted by nature, by God, by the social contract, 
by even the popular majorities, etc,” in short the absolutization and eternalization of that which is temporal 
and contingent. The second mechanism is characterized by a “vertical deformation” where the “idealist 
distortion” detaches ideas and concepts from their social conditions and social practice. Ellacuría is 
convinced that this latter vertical deformation, this idealist distortion is given expression in at least three 
practices: the first, the hypostatization of the capacity of reason and its concepts as if reason were able to 
find natural truth, natural law and natural morality. The second, thinking of the products of reason as 
fundamental, as that which explains and determines everything, leading to the conclusion that that which 
idealist logic renders is or should be rendered in social relations; and all of this without any historical 
verification. Third, that in rationalizing any real behavior contrary to idealist logic, it is always the behavior 
that is seen to be at fault never the logic itself. Ellacuría, “Conclusiones de la primera parte del curso, 
‘Ideología e inteligencia’” 1982, Archivo Ignacio Ellacuría, San Salvador, UCA, cited by Samour, in 
Voluntad de liberación, 310-311. Fascinating at this point is the way in which this insight of the abstraction 
of ideology is so applicable across a range of philosophical and political experience. The English 
conservative philosopher John Gray alludes to this problem in his Black Mass: Apocalyptic Religion and 
the Death of Utopia (London, Penguin, 2008) and his later work Gray’s Anatomy: Selected Writings 
(London, Alan Lane, Penguin, 2009). One notable example is his discussion of economic philosophy and 
the way in which it metamorphosed from a discipline grounded in history to one grounded in the ahistorical 
through the window of what was Logical Positivism. He writes, “The decoupling of economics from 
history has led to a pervasive unrealism in the discipline. The classical economists knew that the laws of the 
market are only distillations from human behavior. As such, they have the limitation of all types of 
historical knowledge. History demonstrates a good deal of regularity in human behavior. It also shows 
enough variety to make the search for universal laws a vain enterprise…Yet in recent times the ‘laws of 
economics’ have been invoked to support the idea that one style of behavior – the ‘free market’ variety 
found intermittently over the past few centuries in a handful of countries – should be the model for 
economic life everywhere.” Quoting John Maynard Keynes to good effect, Gray alludes to the economic 
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In effect dominant ideologies live from a fundamental fallacy: that of projecting 
as historical concepts, as effective and operating values, as guidelines for 
effective action, concepts and representations, values and guidelines of action that 
are abstract and universal. As abstract and universal, they are accepted by 
everyone, and taking advantage of this, they include realities that in their 
historical effects
177
 are the very negation of what they claim to be. For example, 
freedom of the press is spoken of as a fundamental right and as an indispensable 
condition of democracy; but if this freedom of the press can only be exercised by 
those who own the means of production – means of production that are not open 
to the possibility of acquisition by the dominated majorities – then it is a 
fundamental sin and a cunning way to make democracy impossible. If a 
newspaper, radio or television station can only be sustained by enormous capital 
and can only endure with the support of the advertisers that represent the forces of 
capital, then freedom of the press expressed in this manner amounts to the denial 
of the freedom of the formal press, with which in theory and in its universal sense 
we are all in accord.
178
 
Elsewhere and with broader brush strokes, he adds, concerning those principles 
capable of determining human action, 
“[l]ove, justice, freedom as historical processes become concrete and as such can 
dramatically differ. But they will only be real if they come to expression through 
real conditions. To affirm that one wants freedom, love etc., is a mystification, a 
deceit, so that the human being is never what we say he must be. It is here where 
the expression he who wants the ends wants the means, musters its exact meaning; 
a principle that must replace the other, the ends justify the means.
179
 
                                                                                                                                                 
ideologists of our time, the obsessive free marketers, convinced of their rightness irrespective of time or 
place as “Madmen in authority who hear voices in the air…distilling the frenzy of some academic scribbler 
of a few years back,” 272-274. 
177 The Spanish here is “efectividad” which usually would be translated as “effectiveness” Here 
however I take the term to refer to “effects,” in the sense of the concrete effects that flow from a given 
ideology. 
178 Ellacuría, “La historicización del concepto de la propiedad como principio de 
desideologización,” ECA (No. 335-336), 1976, 425-450, EP I, 591-592. 
179 Ellacuría, “Etica fundamental,” course notes in Ethics, unpublished, cited by Samour, Voluntad 
de liberación, 309. The term “he who wants the ends wants the means” is a reverse allusion to the pre-
occupation of the Ignatian Spiritual Exercises that warn against “he who wants the ends but not the means.” 
Ellacuría’s opposition to abstraction stems not just from his Zubirian roots or his openness to Marxist 
criticism of philosophical and political idealism, but follows most fundamentally from his Jesuit formation 
and experience grounded in the Ignatian spiritual tradition. The Spiritual Exercises warn the Christian 
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Now in the light of this excursus with regard to ideology I return to liberative 
philosophy’s critical role. The point here is its priority for abstraction’s exact opposite, 
historicization; in other words re-historicizing concepts that have been dangerously 
emptied of historical content and meaning, stripped of their concrete points of 
reference.
180
 But this commitment to challenging the abstraction of historical reality is 
not simply a particular version of empiricism that may offer precise proof in one situation 
                                                                                                                                                 
against abstraction and mystification in following Jesus, against avoiding what practically needs to be done. 
Perceived as hypocrisy, abstraction and mystification are deemed to be due to the Christian’s inordinate 
and inappropriate attachments that distract from the task. In particular see the Exercises’ two meditations, 
“The Two Standards” (Las dos banderas), (Exx. 136-148) and “The Three Classes of Persons” (Los tres 
binaries), (Exx 149-157). For development of this theme see, Victor Codina, Teología y experiencia 
espiritual, section II, chapter 6, (Santander, Spain, Sal Terrae, 1977), 137-140 and Dolores Aleixandre 
RSCJ, “Espiritualidad Ignaciana y profetismo” in Tradición Ignaciana y solidaridad con los pobres 
(Santander, Spain, Mensajero – Sal Terrae, 1990), 123-141. 
180 Lassalle-Klein observes that “Ellacuría uses the term historicization to refer to the incorporative 
and transformative power which human praxis exerts over the historical and natural dimensions of 
reality….Praxis appropriates from historical tradition its concepts, values, practices, and other ways of 
being in reality, simultaneously being shaped by and transforming them.” Lassalle-Klein, “The Body of 
Christ: The Claim of the Crucified People on North American Theology and Ethics” in Journal of 
Hispanic-Latino Theology, May 1968, 68, quoted in Burke S.J., The Ground Beneath the Cross, 144, n.9. 
Worthy of note here is that the term “historicization” has often been understood by its critics as tantamount 
to reductionism in the sense of at best belittling the transcendent dimension in favor of the immanent, and 
at worst replacing literally everything with the ultimate criterion of praxis European critics have included 
most significantly the Vatican, especially through the International Theological Commission’s statement on 
“Human Development and Christian Salvation,” as well as the work of Benedict XVI, formerly Cardinal 
Joseph Ratzinger, Prefect of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, in his commentaries on 
liberation theology. While his “Instruction on Certain Aspects of the ‘Theology of Liberation’” (August, 
1984) is best known, the earlier piece, “Liberation Theology” (March 1984) is better in terms of its clarity 
of argument. Alfred T. Hennelly ed. Liberation Theology: A Documentary History, (New York: Maryknoll-
Orbis, 1990), 367-374 and in The Ratzinger Report (San Francisco, Ignatius Press, 1985), 174-186, a 
different translation. In the former publication, under the section entitled “Fundamental Concepts of a 
Theology of Liberation,” Ratzinger writes with real critical perception of liberation thought but with an 
exclusively traditionalist and extra-historical reading of metaphysics. About liberation theology, he 
contends, “Finally, the emphasis placed on praxis is fundamental. The truth cannot be understood in a 
metaphysical way; this is ‘idealism’. The truth must be realized in history and in practice. Action is truth.” 
374. North American critics have also pursued this line; for example Dennis McCann argues that one 
cannot have it both ways, either praxis or the word of God must serve as the ultimate criterion, not both. If 
the former then the word of God becomes merely a justification for praxis, if the latter then liberation 
theology differs not a whit from Vatican II or progressive European theology. Dennis McCann, Christian 
Realism and Liberation Theology (New York: Maryknoll-Orbis, 1982), 230f. 
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or another. Instead it is about praxic verification where attempts are made to judiciously 
contrast that which is ideally proclaimed through abstract principle with the actual 
historical process of a given society; and this in a sufficient period of time so as to be able 
to measure the objective results and of course their correspondence or otherwise with the 
declared ideal.
181
 In what is arguably one of Ellacuría’s most impressive articles – written 
but never finished – this is precisely what he sets out to do with regard to the exposure of 
the abstract ideologized European view of the “discovery” of Latin America. Written in 
anticipation of the Quincentenary of Columbus’ ‘discovery’ of the Americas in 1492,182 
                                                 
181 For Ellacuría, historicization constitutes “a positive, practical step towards unveiling the truth 
of some historical reality,” see Burke S.J., The Ground Beneath the Cross, 144, n. 7. Castellón puts it in the 
following terms, “The intrinsic danger for all ethical discourse, philosophical, religious or humanist, is to 
remain in mere abstraction with which all feel comforted and no-one challenged or denounced in a concrete 
way.” He adds powerfully, “The metaphysical under-girding of a material ethics (meaning a traditionalist 
metaphysics), does not resolve any historical problem because each historical force, each group or social 
class, each person is able to interpret being-for-others in such a way that they do not have to change 
anything in their lives to feel at peace. Consequently, this truth of being-for-others because of its ahistorical 
construction is inoperable, useless and from Ellacuría’s perspective, fake,” Castellón, Ellacuría y la 
filosofía de la praxis, (Huelva, Spain, Hergué Editorial, 2003), 220-221. Apart from Ellacuría’s article on 
the historicization of the concept of private property (1976) referred to above, other applications of 
historicization are found in discussion of the “common good” and “human rights,” see “Historicización del 
bien común y de los derechos humanos en una sociedad dividida,” 1978, in EF III, 207-225, first delivered 
at the Latin American Conference of Social Scientists and Theologians, auspiced by The Superior Council 
of Universities of Central America, February 21st-25th, 1978. Published in Capitalismo: violencia y anti-
vida, La opresión de la mayorías y la domesticación de los dioses Vol. 2, San José, eds. Elsa Tamez and 
Saul Trinidad, EDUCA, 81-94. Also published as “Derechos humanos en una sociedad dividida,” Christus, 
October, 1979, 42-48. Additionally see “Historización de los derechos humanos desde los pueblos 
oprimidos y la mayorías populares” (1990), originally in J. Aguirre and X. Insauti, eds., Pensamiento 
crítico, ética y absolute: Homenaje a José Manzana, (Editorial Eset), 147-158, in ECA (No. 502), 589-596 
and EF III, 433-445. Finally for a treatment of the historicization of the “Conquista” of 1492, see “Quinto 
centenario de América Latina, ¿descubrimiento o encubrimiento?” (1990), ET II, 525-539, originally in 
Christus (No. 638) 7-13 and RLT (No. 21), 1990, 271-282. 
182 The lecture he gave on the subject was actually transcribed. The sense of indignation that many 
Latin Americans felt about Spanish indifference to the Conquista caused considerable tension between 
Latin American governments and the Spanish counterpart under the Social Democrat Felipe González up to 
1992. Extraordinary was the manner in which in the last months of the Pinochet dictatorship in 1988-1989 
the Chilean administration self-righteously took upon itself the mantle of the defense of the human rights of 
indigenous people of 500 years anteriority – in other words dead people – while practically crucifying those 
 
271 
 
Ellacuría plays on two key Spanish words: the first, descubrimiento meaning “discovery” 
but also secondarily and quite literally “uncovering,” and the second, encubrimiento 
meaning “covering over” or “covering up.” He uses the method of historicization as a 
means to expose the ideological biases implicit in the European interpretation of the 
Spanish conquest, but further and more importantly, he exposes the ideological biases at 
work still in the relationship between the so-called “developed” and “developing” world. 
He writes with forensic precision: 
Accordingly our fight is not against what happened five centuries ago, but instead 
what we try to do is to gather up the experience of what happened then (my 
italics) in order to say to them – above all the North Americans, and in part as 
well, the Europeans, to the degree that they belong to the same western-Christian 
civilization – that their actual focus with regard to Latin America and the third 
world in general has not changed much with respect to what happened five 
centuries ago. This focus concerning the behavior of the actual western powers 
with regard to the countries of the third world is characterized by, to use a pithy 
expression, covering up reality – marked by domination and oppression – with an 
appealing ideological cloak that is no more than a façade. The result is a 
falsification of reality and for this reason it is essential to unmask it. What has 
been done until now during these five centuries is to dominate peoples, cultures, 
languages, religions etc. Consequently, in order to be consistent in this fifth 
century (and in all others that come), what is fitting, from our perspective, is to 
liberate.
183
 
                                                                                                                                                 
who were still living and breathing oppressive legislation and systematic police repression. For a critical 
take on the issue see Enrique Dussel, “500 años de opresión y dependencia”in Reflexión y liberación, ed. 
Jaime Escobar M., Vol. 7, (September-November, 1990), 19-31. 
183 Ellacuría, “Quinto centenario de América Latina, ¿descubrimiento o encubrimiento?” originally 
in RLT, No. 21, (1990), 271-282, and ET II, 526. He later qualifies his argument with the wonderful 
paradox, “To my way of thinking, the first thing that happens is that the ‘conqueror’ or dominator exposes 
himself as such. So it was five centuries ago with the ‘discovery’ of the so-called ‘new world’. What was 
really discovered was what Spain in truth was, the reality of western culture and also the church of the time. 
They uncovered themselves; they laid themselves bare without realizing it because what they actually did 
to the other part was ‘to cover it up’. In truth it is the third world that discovers the first world in its 
negative aspects, in its most real aspects,” ibid., 527. 
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In sum then historicization becomes for Ellacuría a decisive power for de-
ideologization. In the face of ideologization’s abstraction of historical reality, 
historicization assumes the function of history’s verification in order to demonstrate 
whether or in what sense an abstract principle or formulation is in fact true. This is done 
through uncovering what the principle or formulation covers over or indeed reveals.
184
 
With this explanation of liberative philosophy’s critical assessment of 
ideologizing ideologies and philosophies, still I have not exhausted its function, for as 
indicated earlier such philosophy also enjoys a creative role. In the matter of the creative, 
Ellacuría appears a little less strident, in part perhaps because of the inherent openness of 
the task. It is one thing to protest and uncover the injustices that surround and impede 
genuine freedom but quite another to establish a blue-print for the way forward. But even 
in the light of this difficulty, Ellacuría makes a real contribution. 
In the first instance, Ellacuría emphasizes that the final word of philosophy can 
never be a negative one; in other words that protest is not enough. Nevertheless he is 
clear that the “negation of the negation,”185 by which he means the protest against 
oppression, is never just negative; and this in the sense that it is capable of opening-up an 
affirmative process made possible and conditioned by the negative protest from which it 
all begins. Additionally he contends that that against which the protest is mounted in the 
                                                 
184 Burke sums it up well in writing, “The critical component of historicization uncovers what has 
been covered up, including the historicity of the concept itself and the real historical interest to which the 
concept is linked by its use. It seeks to recover and restore the vital meaning of the concept by re-
establishing its relationship to a humanizing historical reality,” Burke S.J., The Ground Beneath the Cross, 
130. 
185 Ellacuría, “Función liberadora,” in EP I, 102, my translation. 
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first place – “the ideologized and ideologizing discourse” – is in itself hardly positive but 
inherently constitutes the ultimate negation: non-being under the appearance of being. 
Hence for Ellacuría protest against an unjust status quo does itself carry positive 
implications. 
That said, beyond the essential positive-ness of protest, Ellacuría is clear that the 
path forward toward freedom and liberation for a people must be still more creative, not 
resting with revealing what there is of the ideologized in a society’s dominant discourse, 
but working towards a new theoretical discourse that moves beyond the old limits, that 
discovers the new, including all that is both negative and positive about it. In this sense 
historicization carries a dialectical dynamic to it in that the de-ideologizing action occurs 
as part of a theoretical and praxic process that does not seek to remain in the negation, but 
to advance dialectically toward the overcoming of the operating conditions of oppression 
and negativity.
186
 For Ellacuría this is achieved at two levels: at the theoretical level by 
discovering through the negation that overcomes or transcends what exactly the reality is 
that is desirable and possible; and at the practical level by managing to secure justice, not 
by annihilating the oppressive and negative reality, but by overcoming it.
187
 
The final point with regard to philosophy’s correct historicization is its location. 
Ellacuría’s realism is superlatively registered in and through his view that changes in 
                                                 
186 Ellacuría writes of philosophy’s creative role as the “overcoming of this nothingness from the 
perspective of the ideally apprehended reality, understood as the negation of that which is exclusively 
nothing and as that which follows a praxis that in some of its moments moves forward in the negation of 
determined aspects of historical reality.” ibid., 120, my translation. 
187 Ellacuría, “La historización de los derechos humanos desde los pueblos oprimidos y las 
mayorías populares,” EF III, 438. 
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philosophical ideas, important as they are, do not mean changes in real conditions. Rather, 
when it comes to the liberation of the poor majorities, social forces not simply pure ideas 
constitute the power behind transformation. In keeping with this, liberative philosophy’s 
necessary place – that is from where it is done (desde donde) – needs to be where reality 
is at its most intense; in his words, at its “ultimate,”188 in “the ground where stands the 
principal contradiction”189 – and this not only to be effective but also to be true. Truth 
here is related to the issue already discussed concerning the power of ideologized and 
ideologizing conceptualizations, conceptualizations that distort the truth about reality 
through the advancement of self and group interest at the expense of the community as a 
whole, especially the poor majorities. 
Significant as this is, Ellacuría also understands – and this is crucial in his 
thinking – that for philosophical thought to be genuinely liberative it must also be 
actively taken up by those social forces that are really engaged in liberating work. In this 
process, this special place that yields truth (lugar-que-da-verdad) serves as a moment of 
both theoretical discernment and illumination. Theoretical discernment viewed through 
the lens of freedom, involves the delimitation of liberative and dominating forces and 
actions, as the ethical challenge is taken-up of sorting out just what in a given context the 
realization of human beings and humanity might look like. Illumination involves the 
ethical key that injustice and the absence of freedom constitute the essential points of 
                                                 
188 Ellacuría, “Función liberadora,” in EP I, 114, my translation. 
189 Ibid., 114. 
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reference in a situation like El Salvador and that this situation itself arises from the 
oppression of truth.
190
 It is this issue of illumination that Ellacuría understands as 
amounting to the all-important option, an option which decidedly shapes the 
philosophical task at its most basic. The philosopher who places himself in the place of 
the sciences will engage in a particular type of philosophy. Alternatively the philosopher 
who places himself in the place of interior experience will engage in another. Finally the 
                                                 
190 Truth and the term the “oppression of truth” is an area of Jesuit exegesis in itself of which 
Ellacuría is mindful. It is grounded in Central American Jesuit thought through a particular reading of sin. 
In place of the common interpretation of sin as a transgression, sin is construed by the Jesuits as the lie – a 
lie that oppresses the truth through injustice. This insight is supported through an exegesis of Romans 1:18 
and 2:1. The first reads, “For we see divine retribution revealed from heaven and falling upon all the 
godless wickedness of men. In their wickedness they are stifling the truth” (NEB). The second reads “You 
therefore have no defense – you who sit in judgment, whoever you may be – for in judging your fellow-
man, you condemn yourself, since you the judge are equally guilty.” (NEB). The Spanish Jesuit José 
Ignacio González Faus develops this theme in “El pecado de debilidad: el hombre dividido” in Visión 
creyente del hombre (Santander, Spain, Editorial Sal Terrae, 1987), 217-223. A briefer version of this may 
be seen in the chapter “Pecado” in ML, II, (San Salvador: UCA, 1990), 93-106. The broad question of 
interpreting sin as the lie is also taken up repeatedly by Jon Sobrino in “América Latina: lugar de pecado, 
lugar de perdón,” 97-111, “Quinto centenario: pecado estructural y gracia estructural,” 113-132, and 
“Pecado personal, perdón y liberación,” 134-158, all in El principio-misericordia: bajar de la cruz a los 
pueblos crucificados (Santander, Spain, Sal Terrae, 1992). In essence Faus argues that Romans 1:18 is 
directed to the Gentile, who falls under the pagan habit of imprisoning the truth in injustice through 
considering himself as all that matters. The pagan in his self-worship (egolatría) violates the truth of his 
being a creature of God and brother to others and in so doing affirms his own freedom to the exclusión of 
the freedom and dignity of others. This absolutization of self passes from self-worship (egolatría) to self-
divinization or idolatry (idolatría); the Gentile then becoming victim to, slave of, his desires. The religious 
on the other hand falls prey to the evil and injustice of judging the other. Again it is a violation of the truth 
that he is the equal of and brother to others, not their superior. Utilizing egotistically his own belief in God, 
and even his own morality, he arrives at a superior assessment of himself, arriving at the same point as the 
pagan if only through a different path; for in judging others he absolutizes, divinizes, idolatrizes himself. 
The end result is like the pagan; he falls victim to his desires. In both cases sin is a lie in as much as it 
imprisons the truth of genuine brotherhood and sisterhood in the injustice of egotistical superiority. But for 
Faus the second dimension of the lie is perhaps even worse. As if it were not enough to obliterate the truth 
of human brother and sisterhood in injustice, the lie is made even more scandalous through the excuses and 
justifications made; in other words the way in which it is masked over. Hence the lie engaged in appears 
inoffensively as the truth. The pagan for his part masks over his lies through the claim that God does not 
exist; or if he does that there are no particular implications for his treatment of others. As the apostle Paul 
suggests then in Romans 1:21, the non-believer becomes the purveyor of a supposed ‘rationality’ which is 
used not as a source of self-criticism but in service of his egotism. For the religious on the other hand, the 
excuse for sin is the argument that God is on his side, since he is after all part of God, and as every rational 
being knows, God condemns unbelief. 
276 
 
philosopher who places himself in the place of historical praxis will engage in still 
another. In short the primary place from which one philosophizes, determines the 
principal questions, the appropriate categories and the horizon itself of the philosophical 
task. 
To conclude, it is from this place, this vantage point of injustice and the absence 
of freedom, that Ellacuría reaches forward to what he considers an overt “Christian 
philosophy” in a new sense; in the sense of doing philosophy from the privileged place of 
the truth of history – the cross. His point here is good one, for he contends that to attempt 
to find “the Christian” of philosophy through dogmatic agreement or submission to 
ecclesiastical authority, violates philosophy’s very nature. It does so he insists by 
reducing it to a task marked by intellectual sterility, but more importantly, control and 
domination in the service of what is considered to be immutable truth or untouchable 
institutional interest. Different indeed it would be however, to seek through Christian 
inspiration that particular place bulging with truth – the cross – from where with the 
greatest potentiality and philosophical autonomy, the philosopher could undertake to 
build a clarificatory and liberating philosophy. 
For Ellacuría, the cross bears multiple meanings: firstly it stands as a theoretical 
dialectical principle of enormous importance and secondly as a historical reality. With 
regard to the first meaning, the madness of the cross against the wisdom of the Greeks 
and the west is not something that stands against wisdom in general, but rather the 
wisdom of the active crucifiers of history and those who have no interest in or 
engagement with the massive phenomenon of the historical crucifixion of so many in the 
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third world. While it is not in the first instance either a logical or a universal method 
equally applicable to nature, history and the individual, it is nevertheless a method that 
Ellacuría insists, faithfully “follows history.”191 With regard to the second meaning – the 
cross as a historical reality – in Latin America in particular and the third world in general, 
there are undeniable and recognizable features of crucifixion reflected in the privation 
and oppression to which so many are subject. In this sense the cross correlates closely 
with the nothingness to which Ellacuría frequently alludes and to which reference has 
been made earlier.
192
 To those who contend that to place one-self where oppressed people 
are does not alone constitute a sufficient condition for achieving a philosophy of 
Christian inspiration, Ellacuría would readily agree. However he would qualify this by 
arguing that one cannot speak adequately or satisfactorily of a Christian philosophy 
                                                 
191 Ellacuría, “Función liberadora,” in EP I, 116. 
192 The concept of the cross is especially developed by Ellacuría in “El pueblo crucificado; ensayo 
de soterología histórica,” originally published in Cruz y resurrección (México, 1978), 49-82, and later in 
Conversión de la Iglesia al reino de Dios: para anunciarlo y realizarlo en la historia, (Santander, Spain, 
Sal Terrae, 1984), 25-63; Conversión de la Iglesia al reino de Dios: para anunciarlo y realizarlo en la 
historia, (San Salvador, UCA/Sal Terrae, 1985), 25-63; RLT, No. 18, (1989), 305-333; Ignacio Ellacuría 
and Jon Sobrino, Mysterium liberationis, II, (San Salvador, UCA, 1991), 189-216. For Ellacuría, the cross 
resonates at three basic levels: that of the experienced reality of violent death; that of the historical-ethical 
level where death is inflicted as murder; and that of the religious level where Jesus’ own crucifixion evokes 
in Christian thought an appreciation of both sin and grace, human action and God’s action. Human action 
refers to what people do to each other, while divine action reflects the “crucified people” as “Yahweh’s 
suffering servant” appealing to the oppressor to change his ways. An especially valuable piece in this 
regard is González Faus’ “Mi deuda con Ignacio Ellacuría” RLT, No. 21, (1990), 255-262. He writes with 
regard to Ellacuría’s use of the term “un pueblo crucificado,” “The language of the crucified always implies 
the allusion of someone who actually crucifies. Most definitely these are the historical powers, political, 
economic and religious (the Romans, the Sadducees and the Sanhedrin…) On the other hand, Christian 
faith in the light of the universality of Christ, obliges the extension of this language about the Lord to all the 
crucified of the earth (cf. Mt 25:31ff), and with that, to put the question of those powers that crucify today. 
The language about ‘the cross’ on the other hand is more abstract and less conflictive: any type of 
misfortune or bad luck can be referred to as the ‘cross that the Lord sent me’ or ‘the cross that I have to 
bear’: from an illness to an earthquake, even an unfortunate transaction on the stock market. In this way 
even Pilate and Caiaphas can be aligned with the crucified,” 260 my translation. 
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without actually situating oneself and one’s thought within this particular vantage point of 
wisdom, which according to the Christian perspective, the dispossessed, the unjustly 
treated and those who suffer, actually constitute. Only then he contends, would 
philosophy be authentic philosophy; only then would philosophy through placing itself in 
search of a truth that really liberates, be authentic philosophy; only then would 
philosophy through putting itself at the service of those social forces that propose it, be 
authentic philosophy; only then would philosophy become what it should be – a 
privileged moment of true praxis. 
In making this claim there is in a strange sense little that is really new, since for 
generations in Latin America; from Tijuana in the north to Punta Arenas in the south, 
from Ensenada in the west to Recife in the east, reality as seen through the eyes of the 
majorities has been deeply embedded within popular intuition and has seeped into the 
best of Latin American intellectual and political creativity. Still, admits Ellacuría, 
philosophy has been slower than most disciplines to respond. Conscious of this and for 
this very reason committed to its redirection, Ellacuría, clear-eyed as ever, observes, 
If we ask ourselves why a Latin American theology, a Latin American social-
economics, a Latin American novel etc., one of the principal reasons is that in all 
these different discourses, there is the common feature of an insertion into a 
liberative praxis from the place of the popular majorities, as a basic and universal 
fact of our historical reality… It is not clear though that the same has occurred 
with philosophy. It is possible that the philosophical moment has still not arrived; 
that because of its very nature as philosophy, it is delayed. It could also be said 
that philosophy is still not especially characteristic of peoples who are only 
relatively quite young. All the same, the suspicion remains that the philosophical 
movement has not followed the same route as the other creative movements. The 
numerous attempts of Latin American philosophy or nationalistic philosophy have 
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not duly entwined themselves with correct praxis nor sufficiently understood 
philosophy’s possible liberative function.193 
In this section about political philosophy, Ellacuría’s first pass at a philosophy of 
liberation in historical reality, I have examined three fundamental inter-related aspects: 
the first concerning his differentiation of philosophy of politics and political philosophy 
in his attempt to arrive at a correct politicization; the second, his distinguishing of three 
types of philosophy in his attempt to prioritize the political as a means to engage reality 
through critical verification of it; and the third, political philosophy as a correct 
historicization of historical reality. 
In the first area, Ellacuría pointed to the necessary priority of political philosophy 
over a philosophy of politics in order to avoid the idealistic tendency of the latter which 
understands the political as no more than just a specific area of reality. In his view, only a 
philosophy that acknowledges itself as historical with the political constituting a central 
element of that historical character, can be of use in serving the marginalized majorities. 
Only then is philosophy installed as the critical consciousness of the transforming praxis 
of historical reality capable of assuming a correct politicization, where at the very least, 
specific interests are acknowledged for what they are and for what they do. 
In the second area, Ellacuría pointed to the necessary priority of historical 
philosophy conditioned by politics over the more traditionalist philosophies characterized 
by concerns with the theoretical or the practical. In arguing thus he insists that the 
                                                 
193 Ellacuría, “Función liberadora,” in EP I, 118, my translation. 
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function of such philosophy cannot be limited to bringing about reality or even clarifying 
the meaning of what is already done to reality, but must attempt to engage reality through 
critically verifying it, and in so-doing becoming a means to truth. In short, in the 
interaction between the realization of a concept and its true character, lies philosophy’s 
effectiveness in both political and philosophical terms. Again philosophy’s pre-eminent 
role is to constitute a genuine critical consciousness of praxis through a rigorous 
understanding and knowledge of it. 
In the third area, Ellacuría followed-on by developing the idea of the function of 
political philosophy as a means toward a correct historicization of reality in order to 
overcome the abstracted dark ideologizations of which human knowing – philosophy 
included – is invariably capable. In so explaining, Ellacuría underscores three 
applications: the critical, the creative and the place or locus from where philosophy is 
done – from amongst the majorities themselves. Here his political philosophy assumes a 
distinct Christian tone to it through the cross; that specific place of crucifixion and death 
that sheds light on the suffering of so many. It is at this point that liberative philosophy 
places itself in search of a historicized, grounded truth that really liberates. 
Philosophy of Liberation 
The second stage in Ellacuría’s philosophy of liberation in historical reality, 
amounts to, as mentioned earlier, a full blown liberation philosophy in its own right; and 
again as with his political philosophy, it is grounded in his broader philosophy of history. 
Two things stand out in this philosophy of liberation: first, it is marked by an increasing 
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concreteness or tangibility – a getting closer to historical reality – representing a specific 
application of political philosophy’s mission of historicization toward de-ideologization 
of world reality as experienced by the world’s poor majorities. This is particularly notable 
with regard to Ellacuría’s twin analysis of common evil (mal común) and the “common 
good” (el bien común) and the weight of the popular majorities as subjects or actors 
within this reality. Second, Ellacuría’s philosophy becomes increasingly Christianized in 
character; something initially signaled in the earlier discussion about the correlation 
between the cross and that place where reality is at its most intense, contradictory and 
true.
194
 
In what follows I shall focus the discussion on the first point, on the key themes 
of common evil, the common good, and the popular majorities, since what I am anxious 
to demonstrate is precisely how Ellacuría, philosophically speaking, gets ever closer to 
reality. I shall do this through discussion of his understanding of the ambiguous shape 
and unitary nature of historical reality,
195
 culminating in what I consider to be the high 
point of his liberation philosophy: the proposal of a new civilization of poverty over that 
                                                 
194 This chapter, n. 192. 
195 For earlier discussion about historical reality’s structure, see Chapter 4, Philosophy and the 
Intramundane: A Depth Reading of Reality and this chapter, “Structure,” “The Human,” and “The Ethical 
Challenge. Regarding history’s specific ambiguity, see under the sub-title “The Human” where I discuss 
the public in human relationships where the impersonal leaves open the possibility within society not just 
for humanization but also its very opposite, dehumanization, where the public world physically 
‘interiorizes’ itself into the lives of individuals, shaping reality and determining their way of life for better 
or for worse. Also, see this chapter under the sub-title, “The Ethical Challenge,” where the term the weight 
of reality refers not simply to history’s metaphysical density but to the fundamental darkness and 
criminality of historical events. 
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of capital. That said, as this discussion progresses, it will become increasingly and 
implicitly clear as to its ever more overt Christian character. 
Ambiguity of historical reality: common evil and the common good 
Due to its structural and open character historical reality is by definition 
ambiguous. Ellacuría puts it accordingly, 
History called to be the reign of God can become in particular times and places 
the reign of evil and sin; called to be the sphere of liberation and freedom, it can 
become territory marked by domination and servitude. The darkness without 
extinguishing all the light can nevertheless obscure it to such point that it is 
difficult to find the way. The forces of death are able momentarily – in a historical 
moment to be prolonged for centuries – to impose themselves upon the forces of 
life until such point as the earth almost becomes a place of desolation. In these 
conditions historical self-understanding inclines toward gigantic ideologizations 
that are quite contrary to the revelation and uncovering of truth, precisely because 
it has fallen into idolatrizations that absolutize the relative and relativize the 
absolute. The authors of the lie, themselves quite possibly culpably self-deceived 
and self-justified, take over the collective consciousness, driving new idolatries, 
themselves generators in their turn of new deceptive ideologizations.
196
 
Now it is this essential ambiguity of history that in Ellacuría’s opinion, Western 
philosophical thought fails to take seriously. In both Hegel’s idealistic understanding of 
history and Engel’s materialistic reading of the same, history’s unfolding amounts to one 
                                                 
196 Ellacuría, “Historia de la salvación” originally in RLT, No. 28, (1993), 11 and ET I, 608-609, 
my translation. As explained earlier in this chapter, “The Ethical Challenge: Toward Liberation,” 
philosophy has been and remains always potentially culpable in promoting confused historical self-
understanding through ahistoricized ideologizations. Castellón puts it grandly, “How can a genuine 
philosophy ignore the most striking and dehumanizing realities of this world? Is real philosophy something 
that is happy to overlook the destiny of the majority of humanity and to entertain itself with laboratory 
questions and brilliant drawing-room dialectics? To hold to the truth is to adhere to what actually happens 
in reality. To meet with the truth, the philosopher has to walk through the city streets and suburbs listening 
to what worries and occupies its people, to touch love and hate, generosity and brutal exploitation that co-
exist, get close to what reality ultimately gives of itself. Knowledge is not about possessing truths that 
emanate from the office or the laboratory, but to discover oneself possessed by the radical truth that makes 
us,” Castellón, Ellacuría y la filosofía de la praxis, 74. 
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single process endowed with one logic and one common culmination – in different 
teleologies – but where common evil is overcome either by virtue of the self-realization 
of Spirit or of the dialectical laws of the material world.
197
 Ellacuría points out that Hegel 
sees history as the progressive growth of consciousness and freedom and the three great 
stages are measured according to the qualitative changes in freedom’s realization: the 
freedom of one founded in the slavery of all the people, the freedom of the citizens 
founded in the slavery of those who produce, and finally the freedom of all founded in 
the dignity of the human person. In short the freedom of the despot is not enough, nor the 
freedom of a particular social class. Rather history goes in search of the full 
consciousness and full freedom of the human being.
198
 That said, this very progress is 
ultimately seen in idealistic terms, as progress of Spirit. As Hegel puts it, “Each new 
spirit of a people represents a new stage in the struggle, through which the universal 
Spirit conquers its consciousness and its freedom.”199 In other words, the overcoming of 
evil is already guaranteed by the internal logic of history’s unfolding, since Hegel 
supposes a development of Spirit in successive stages, in which the former constitute the 
                                                 
197 González, “Filosofía de la historia y liberación” in Voluntad de vida: Ensayos filosóficos, 
(Managua, Nicaragua, University of Central América, Seminario Zubiri-Ellacuría, 1993), 111, also 
Samour, Voluntad. 
198 See this chapter, ‘Philosophy and philosophies: priority for historical intelligence conditioned 
by politics,” n.132. 
199 Ellacuría, FRH, 453, quoted from W.F.Hegel, Philosophie der Weltegeshichte. Samour writes, 
“…the three great stages of history, according to Hegel, are measured according to the qualitative changes 
in the realization of freedom until culminating in the Spirit’s full consciousness based in the freedom of 
all,” Samour, Voluntad, 343. 
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internal beginnings of the latter, just as the latter also amount to the integrative 
transcending of the former.
200
 
In the case of Engels’ materialist reading of Hegel’s dialectic, history appears as a 
rational process with precise driving forces that operate behind the motives of human 
beings’ actions in history. These driving forces are most fundamentally of an economic 
character. They are embodied in the various social classes through which the dialectical 
process is promoted via the necessary opposition between productive forces and the given 
regime of production of a given historical period. With these criteria the historical periods 
or epochs are defined by the different modes of production: the Asian, the slave, the 
feudal, and the bourgeois etc. But – and this is crucial to Ellacuría – just as in the 
Hegelian vision, Engels conceives the historical process as one that is both rational and 
necessary, non-repetitive and ascending, where the earlier stages make possible and 
compel the latter. Again as with Hegel, the contradictions are gradually overcome epoch 
by epoch, until the historical apex where all contradictions are completely reconciled and 
the history of society begins to decline.
201
 
Rejecting these idealistic constructions, Ellacuría’s historical periods or epochs 
are defined on the basis of what he refers to as age (edad), which means not simply the 
                                                 
200 Ellacuría, FRH, 455. 
201 González argues that this process stands as decidedly European in direction and ethos. If 
history is a process of ascending development, necessarily directed to the triumph of good, then Europe 
becomes the tip of the spear of such a process. Other non-European peoples are however aligned in 
different phases of development behind Europe, phases that Europe has already passed through and that 
these other peoples still have before them. González, “Filosofía de la historia y liberación, Voluntad de 
vida: Ensayos filosóficos, (Managua, Nicaragua, University of Central América, Seminario Zubiri-
Ellacuría, 1993). 
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number of years attributable to human beings, but instead the stage of capacity that 
human beings have actually arrived at, at any given time.
202
 From this angle, humanity 
has over time acquired particular ages as it has become installed in different levels of 
time. Accordingly, historical periods are never justified as mere moments of a 
teleological process oriented to the attainment of a particular predetermined goal. Nor can 
evil simply be understood as a necessary element of history’s unfolding, whose internal 
logic will culminate in evil’s disappearance and the universal imposition of justice and 
good. Rather, history understood as the dynamism of the actualization of possibilities is a 
genuinely open reality for good or for evil, which will only come to an end with the 
extinction of the human species altogether.
203
 
It is then the possibilities that are available within a given historical reality, which 
the social body appropriates, that determines the form and character of a particular age. 
So the historical form of the pre-Columbian age will be different from that of the 
European colonies, the European Middle Ages different from that of the Renaissance. 
                                                 
202 This idea of capacity in time Ellacuría refers to as “temporal level,” a rather literal translation 
on my part of the Spanish, altura de los tiempos. The term originates with Zubiri, who writes, “Every stage 
of capacity has, let us put it this way, a place, a determined position in the process of capacitation. This is 
what I would call the temporal level, a feature of historical reality. To the extent that this feature 
determines the way of being (ser) …the unfolding process of the level (altura procesual) constitutes the 
temporal level,” Zubiri, “La dimension histórica del ser humano” in Realitas I, (Sociedad de Estudios y 
Publicaciones, Madrid). 
203 As Ellacuría puts it, “only when history ends, will the real possibilities have terminated and 
what is true of human reality be known,” Ellacuría, FRH, 523-524, my translation. This is the case he 
contends, because in the journey of illumination and realization of possibilities, it is quite likely that the 
best could have been irremediably lost: and this even though it is difficult to determine the criteria for what 
possibilities actually constitute the best or worst when it comes to the question of what the human species is 
able to give of itself. A very dear professor of mine Professor Luke Richard of Boston University would 
always say in his gentle calm voice, “ It is only when history wraps-up and all the cards are on the table, 
that things will become clear.” 
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Again for Ellacuría, this is due to the unfolding, the unraveling of the process of a 
particular level (altura procesual), which happens in a particular historical reality and 
that flows back upon that reality and all those who live within it. In all cases it is about 
the very power of a particular historical reality as something objective that tends to take 
possession of human beings. 
Now in the case of historical evil or what Ellacuría refers to as common evil (mal 
común), three characteristics are underscored.
204
 The first refers to the recognition that it 
affects the great part of most people’s lives.205 The second refers to its capacity to 
“propagate itself,” to “communicate itself.”206 The third refers to the communicability of 
this evil grounded as it is in its structural dynamism, its capacity to do damage to the 
majority of those who make up the social unit. What is crucial to Ellacuría’s case is the 
tangibility, the real-ness of such evil, but also that such evil is always with respect to 
someone, to some group.
207
 Given the nature of such evil as set-out above, Ellacuría is 
                                                 
204 See Ellacuría’s “El mal común y los derechos humanos” in EF III, 447-450. The opening point 
of the essay is important and arises from Ellacuría’s concern over idealism. He introduces the theme of the 
common good in reference to Thomas who argued that there is a priority of the common good over the 
particular or personal good. But he then adds, “All this is very important but it does not tell us about what 
happens in reality of the common good. For the common good is in fact an ideal, but nevertheless is also a 
necessity in order that really human behavior is possible. What actually is a given is the common evil,” 
447. 
205 He shows himself particularly sensitive to the reality of child malnutrition. He writes, “Among 
the children of El Salvador and even more in some African countries, malnutrition is a common evil. This 
reference to a great number of affected people by the evil is indispensable to be able to speak of a common 
evil,” ibid., 448. 
206 Ibid. 
207 This real-ness and respectivity is common to both Zubiri and Ellacuría. In other words, evil is 
not an innate property of reality but instead a condition of reality with respect to the human being. Zubiri 
writes, “All good and all evil is good or evil for someone. This does not suggest relativity; it is about good 
and evil with respect to someone. It is not about relativity but respectivity,” Zubiri, Sobre el sentimiento y 
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clear that it will not be automatically overcome by virtue of particular “laws of history” 
or even the potential of human beings. Rather change can only occur when there is a 
transformation of the system of possibilities as system, or at least a transformation of the 
system’s form or shape in view of the possibilities that human beings have at their 
disposal at a given time. For Ellacuría, central to such change and well within range of 
the contemporary system of possibilities, includes the challenge of the abolition of 
hunger. As he says, “…today hunger could disappear from the world, with which the 
shape of our humanity, instead of being one of desperation and war, could begin to be 
one of freedom and conciliation.”208 
But how can this change possibly occur? Ellacuría asserts that change can only 
happen through a historical praxis of and for liberation. Fundamental to this is ethical 
action that from the baseline of real possibilities, seeks ways to negate, to overcome the 
particular evil in question and to affirm and to realize a process towards the common 
good.
209
 What is central to his consideration at this point is that such initiatives include 
the same traits that characterize common evil: namely a capacity for self-propagation and 
communication for good, as well as a structural dynamism for the same. Accordingly he 
contends, 
                                                                                                                                                 
la volición (Madrid, Alianza Editorial-Fundación Xavier Zubiri, 1992), 225, my translation. Elsewhere he 
writes, historical evil “is the power of evil as an external principle of the world; it is the erection of evil in 
principle, in objective power,” ibid., 281. 
208 Ellacuría, FRH, 446. 
209 This clearly refers back to Ellacuría’s ethics: the third moment, the praxic moment of “taking 
charge of reality.” It also corresponds to the “creative” dimension of political philosophy. 
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So, the common good, emerging as the transcendent negation of common evil, 
must be set against it as good against evil, but it must have the same 
characteristics that makes common evil really common, really widespread. A 
good therefore would be a really common good when firstly it has the capacity to 
affect the greatest part, the greatest number; secondly when it has in itself that 
communicability for good; and thirdly, when it has a particular structural and 
dynamic character. In the case of having to overcome a structural and institutional 
injustice, it is about creating a structural and institutional justice; that is a series of 
structures and institutions that not only make possible but that effectively 
contribute so that the greatest proportion of individuals – not just some privileged 
minorities – are able to meet their basic needs and to personally build their own 
lives.
210
 
The unitary nature of historical reality: world society and social nexus 
But not only is history ambiguous, it is also nowadays more unitary and universal 
than ever before, where the system of possibilities is essentially the same for all human 
groups and individuals.
211
 It is because of this, avers Ellacuría, that the historical presence 
                                                 
210 Ellacuría “El mal común y los derechos humanos” in EF III, 449, my translation. I consider this 
insight to be fundamental to any credible attempt to transform reality for the world’s majorities. That said 
my experience in numerous developing countries suggests to me that while governments are increasingly 
establishing governance structures pro human rights, indigenous affairs etc., the problem lies elsewhere; in 
the lack of political will of governments to actually make them work, especially in the face of private 
corporate power, the interests of which are not always consistent. Two outstanding examples come to mind, 
both with which I have been involved. The first concerns the role of Australian and Canadian gold mining 
interests in northern Luzon in the Philippines. Repeated appeals by indigenous communities in this area to 
limit mining activities or at least design such activities in cooperation with local communities fall on deaf 
ears, even the ears of the Filipino government’s indigenous affairs body that theoretically has been 
established to represent these same indigenous communities. The second concerns the newly established 
state of South Sudan. That country is faced with three challenges: aggression from Sudan to the north, 
internal ethnic conflicts, and the unabated enthusiasm of international corporates to ‘help’ the country 
develop. South Sudan is replete with natural resources but after 25 years of war, it neither has the skills to 
build governance frameworks capable of holding international corporates to account, nor the political 
strength to actually put such frameworks into practice. For their part Western governments are in an 
ambivalent position: on the one hand some are investing heavily to help South Sudan ‘get on its feet’. On 
the other, they almost always back their national private corporations. In Africa it is sometimes said in 
developmental circles that “there is only one thing worse than being a poor country without resources; 
being a poor country with them.” 
211 Samour writes, “For Ellacuría the historical presence of evil acquires greater weight in the 
historical present in which humanity…increasingly sees itself immersed in a historical process that is more 
and more unitary, in which the system of possibilities is the same for all individuals and human groups. ‘As 
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of evil assumes even greater weight than ever. The roots of his insistence upon this global 
unitary-ness of history is grounded most fundamentally in the insight that has already 
been discussed: namely that human beings physically constitute a species, a biological 
phylum, a universal corporeity in which all coincide and through which they are unified 
with the material reality of the universe.
212
 That said, he contends that it has nevertheless, 
been the historical process in itself that has factually unified humanity to the point where 
it has led to the historical unitary-ness of today, an age which has placed human groups 
and individuals into a strict line of coetaneity – not simply contemporaneity – a line 
where “world society” (sociedad mundial) mediated through “social nexus” (nexo social) 
stands as the new reality.
213
 
But what do these terms social nexus and world society actually mean? Where do 
they lead? Undoubtedly they constitute a prophetic insight on Ellacuría’s part; especially 
when one takes into account that he was writing on this theme as long ago as the 
1970s.
214
 In what follows I want to underscore and develop two dimensions: first, to 
                                                                                                                                                 
long as there is one single corporeity of otherness, one single social body that is actualized as such, one 
could speak of one single process and one single history’,” Samour, Voluntad, 346, my translation. 
212 See the discussion on the phylum in earlier discussion in this chapter regarding history’s 
biological foundation, “History’s Materiality” and “The Human.” For mention of the biological phylum in 
this sense as the root of history’s unitary-ness see Antonio González, “Orden mundial y liberación,” in 
ECA, No. 549, (1994), 629-652 and RELAT (Revista Electrónica Latinoamericana de Teología) 100-102, 
http://www.servicioskoinonia.org/relat/ accessed June 11th, 2011. 
213 The term “world society,” my translation of González’s expression sociedad mundial has a 
particular meaning distinguished from two concepts: the state, which Ellacuría perceived as still important, 
but not as central as modern thought has historically considered it; and the international order, which much 
economic and political theory has still interpreted through the window of nation states. 
214 Samour writes, “The merit of Ellacuría is having pointed towards this tendency of the factic 
unification of humanity and the constitution of one single universal history from the decade of the 70s 
when still the signs of this universalization were not so evident as today. Probably much had to do with, 
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explain the meaning of social nexus within world society, underscoring its Zubirian roots; 
and second, to point to the importance of social nexus for an adequate understanding of 
today’s world. 
Erudite Western visions of historical universality have generally tended to assume 
that the universality of history arises as a product of the subscription of all peoples and 
nations to a hypothetical temporal line of greater or lesser development at the head of 
which stand the Western developed nations.
215
 Ellacuría on the other hand, as already 
explained,
216
 sees it in other terms: as the result of the structuration of diverse historical 
lines and times that have formed a truly universal or world society.
217
 For Ellacuría, it is 
about a society where human beings together have but one world at their disposal, where 
the system of possibilities is the same, and where they themselves are together shaped by 
what this world becomes. It is however this very metaphysical unitary-ness that makes 
even more urgent the tremendous ethical challenge implicit in the reality where not all 
individuals or groups have access in the same way to these possibilities. This is the 
                                                                                                                                                 
apart from Zubirian philosophy of history, his subscription to the dependency theory, a characteristic 
feature of which, in contrast to other theories of development, was its global perspective,” Voluntad, 350, 
my translation. 
215 See for example the above discussion of Hegel and Engels, “Ambiguity of historical reality: 
common evil and the common good”, not to mention particular theories of economic liberalism. In fact 
even those modernist economic theories grounded initially in the thought of Friedrich List and his “infant 
industry argument,” (1789-1846) opposed to the cosmopolitan principle of economic liberalism – deeming 
it “universal subjection” of the less advanced nations to the predominant manufacturing ones – still 
considered the Western leaders as the pace-setters. The same could also be said of Keynesianism, despite 
its being more digestible to developing nations than economic liberalism. 
216 Ibid. 
217 The term “structuration” is a term used by Anthony Giddens in his numerous publications, 
especially The Constitution of Society, (Cambridge, Polity Press, 1984). 
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question that Ellacuría ultimately addresses;
218
 but first things first – at this point of the 
discussion the pressing question concerns that of the glue that binds this contemporary 
world society – the social nexus. 
For Ellacuría the nexus in contemporary world society is above all of a social 
nature.
219
 This conclusion should be no surprise in as much as earlier in this chapter I 
underscored his treatment of the human being in precisely these terms:
220
 in short that the 
field of the human is neither more nor less than the individual reality of other human 
beings. It may be remembered that with regard to the young child I endeavored to point 
to Ellacuría’s conclusion that the human being actually comes to realize herself through 
the human connection grounded in human sociality: “humanness comes to the human 
from outside.” In other words, the uniqueness of the human being is not impaired by 
others but rather enhanced; the human becomes unique “precisely in relationship with 
others.” Further, with regard to the public-ness of the human being I emphasized 
Ellacuría’s insight of the social as a physical presence, a physical intromission into life 
itself, where the public world physically “interiorizes” itself into the lives of individuals, 
shaping reality and determining their way of life for better or for worse. 
                                                 
218 Ellacuría, FRH, 448. 
219 This does not exclude the economic or the political but rather prioritizes the social. This order 
of things and its practical implications will become clearer in the next few pages where Ellacuría argues for 
the weight of social movements over political ones. 
220 See this chapter under “The Human,” also Ellacuría, FRH, 214. 
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Now with regard to contemporary world society in its own right, again it is the 
social nexus that stands as the dynamic that binds things together. González puts it in 
these terms; 
What is of interest here to underline is that the social nexus conceptualized from 
social action itself, and not from elements (like consciousness, subjectivity, sense 
or language), as important as they are, but external to it, has a universal character. 
The fact that there may not be complete awareness of this universal connection, 
the fact that there exist diverse languages and diverse worlds of sense, does not 
deny this real practical unification in the field of reciprocal actualization, and in 
the field of the structuration of being with things and with others.
221
 
Of significance here is that behind this Ellacurían insight lies a Zubirian one – one 
that I have already developed in Chapter Four – namely that for Zubiri human intellection 
begins in a prior field to that of language, subjectivity, or even consciousness and 
sense.
222
 Recapitulating briefly; to be conscious is to be conscious of something that is 
other (alteridad), but that is already actualized or made present to me in sentient activity. 
Moreover, this actualization, this making present to me, to the degree that it apprehends 
things as real and not as mere stimulus, is already intellection. It is not then in the first 
instance about capturing the sense of the thing nor even expressing the thing in 
                                                 
221 My translation in the last line “…in the field of the structuration of being with things and with 
others” (my italics), translates the Spanish, “…en el ámbito de la estructuración de habitudes.” The tricky 
dimension of this involves the word “habitudes” the meaning for which I have returned to Zubiri, which 
involves the idea of a way or manner of being with things. A “habitud” becomes social when a particular 
way of being with things is affected or shaped by others. 
222 It may be remembered that Zubiri contends that Western philosophy’s problem of not taking 
reality seriously is located in the “logification of intelligence”and the “entification of reality,” where reality 
is considered as little more than an extension of the human subject (chapter 4, “Philosophy’s Detachment 
from the Real”). In response, Zubiri argues for the priority of sentient intelligence where the senses and 
intelligence are two aspects of a single act, the goal of which is the apprehending of reality, the sentient 
apprehension of the real as real, the real as that which places a claim upon me (“Zubiri’s Turn to Reality”). 
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language.
223
 Rather, what is primary is the fundamental sense apprehension of something 
as real. 
                                                 
223 The centrality of language is naturally associated above all with Heidegger. It lies beyond the 
purpose of this dissertation to enter into a discussion of any length about the relationship between 
Heidegger’s and Zubiri’s thought. For such discussion see a series of essays of the Chilean philosopher, 
Jorge Eduardo Rivera, Heidegger y Zubiri, (Chile, Editorial Universitaria, 2001) and the Spaniard, Antonio 
Pintor Ramos, Génesis y Formación de la filosofía de Zubiri, (Salamanca, Universidad Pontificia, 1983) 
and Realidad y verdad (Salamanca, Publicaciones Universidad Pontificia, Caja Salamanca y Soria, 1994). 
The following two comments nevertheless may be of some orientation; the first referring to what is 
considered the basic opposition between the two, drawing from Zubiri himself. The second draws on 
González’s article “Eregnis y actualidad” (“Eregnis y actualidad,” 
http://www.praxeologia.org/eregnis.html, accessed June 28th, 2011), which tends to argue for the 
commonality between them, especially the later Heidegger and Zubiri. Also see 
http://www.uca.edu.sv/facultad/chn/c1170/heidegger.pdf. 
Regarding the first comment; on all accounts having studied under Heidegger, Zubiri took his 
leave in 1930, unconvinced of his metaphysics. In effect Zubiri had already started on a different 
metaphysical journey. Some time later Zubiri wrote “Fundamentally, the entire philosophy of Heidegger is 
a commentary to this idea that man is the one that comprehends being... To be then, is the possibility that 
things show themselves and that human beings may comprehend them. With this the radical characteristic 
of the human being becomes the comprehension of to be. This however, cannot be upheld: first, because 
the primary function of the human being is not to comprehend to be, but to confront the reality of things 
sentiently and, second, because to be lacks the note of substantivity; to be is only respectively, and this 
respectivity is not the respectivity to human beings but to the reality of everything. Therefore it is reality 
and only reality that has substantivity.... Reality and to be are two different and distinct moments of the 
real, but not because reality is a type of to be, as Kant and Heidegger assert, but quite the reverse, because 
being is a further moment or actuality of the real, a moment which has nothing to do with intellection.” 
(Zubiri, Sobre la esencia, Madrid, Sociedad de Estudios y Publicaciones, 1962. 453) (In English, On 
Essence, trans. A. Robert Caponigri, Washington, DC, 1980, 407). In a prologue (1980) for the English 
translation of Naturaleza Historia Dios (Nature History God, trans. Thomas B. Fowler, University 
Press of America, 1981), Zubiri added, “Indeed, is metaphysics the same as ontology? Is reality the same as 
to be? Well inside phenomenology, Heidegger glimpsed the difference between things and their being. 
This led him to affirm that metaphysics was founded upon ontology. My reflections followed an opposite 
course: being is founded upon reality. Metaphysics is the fundament of ontology. What metaphysics studies 
is not objectivity or being, but reality as such." 
With regard to the second comment, stemming from González’s view, as he works toward the 
recognition of a commonality between the two philosophers, he writes; “As is known, Eregnis is the great 
theme of the ultimate Heidegger. To my way of thinking, in Heidegger’s work there is reflected a 
progressive evolution that culminates in the affirmation that being is something that is ulterior to Eregnis. 
With this term, normally translated as “occurrence” “appropriating occurrence” or “event,” Eregnis 
expresses the maximum radicalization of Heidegger’s philosophy. As he himself says in a text written in 
1959, ‘there is nothing to which Eregnis can be referred, nor from which Eregnis can be thought.’ Actuality 
on the other hand, is the great theme of the ‘ultimate’ Zubiri…As is known, Zubiri understands intellection 
in terms of actuality. The essential character of the intellective act consists for Zubiri in the co-actuality of 
intellection and reality. In fact the Zubirian radicalization of the theme of being takes place indicating that 
being is no more than ulterior actuality of the real in the world. Reality would be prior to, precede being. 
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Applying this to the priority of social nexus in adequately understanding today’s 
world society; there are a wide range of social practices that are perfectly intellective 
without being either necessarily formally conscious or even linguistically delimited. 
From this angle, actions begin to be social when they make others present – whether I am 
conscious of them or not – shaping my own actions and even facilitating or limiting my 
access to real possibilities, real things. But in the same breath, mere actualization or 
making present is not really sufficient to exhaustively define social life. While co-
existence begins with the active presence of others facilitating or limiting my access to 
real things, something else is needed. This something is a real structuring or structuration 
in terms of a “way of living with things”; that which Zubiri refers to as habitude (habitud). 
                                                                                                                                                 
Let us note that not only Zubiri, but also Heidegger (author’s italics) end their works situating their thought 
beyond being (my italics). This means that only with difficulty can we establish the problem of the 
relationship between both thinkers from the opposed positions (my italics) of reality and being. Rather, it is 
necessary to accompany both thinkers to a point beyond being (my italics), in order to locate dialogue 
between both in that more radical sphere,” 63, my translation. Toward the end of the article, González 
brings this dialogue to a head in his discussion of “actualization.” In sum González points out that for 
Zubiri, as I have underscored through chapters 4 and 5, the philosophical path is metaphysical, going 
beyond being toward reality. In Heidegger the direction is other, but one that that is clearly not ontological, 
because it too goes beyond being to Eregnis understood as the mutual belonging between thought and 
being. González argues that the radicalization of Zubiri leads to the ambit of things that appear (“las cosas 
que aparecen”), while the radicalization of Heidegger moves in appearance itself (“en el aparecer mismo”). 
González asks whether there could have been in Zubiri a radicalization similar to that of Heidegger. He 
argues affirmatively through the term “actualization” (“actualización”). He writes, surprisingly 
transparently for such a dense area, “It is a concept that Zubiri utilizes at times to determine what must be 
understood by the term intellection. Sentient intellection would be ‘mere actualization of reality’. 
Nevertheless, in contrast to that which occurs with actuality, Zubiri does not develop systematically the 
concept of actualization. When Zubiri tries to tell us in what consists ‘the essential nature of sentient 
intellection,’ he defines it in terms of ‘actuality’, not ‘actualization’. Now then, actuality, to the extent that 
it is actuality of reality, is always the conclusion of an actualization. Actualization designates ‘making itself 
present’ while actuality is ‘being present’. This making itself present would designate precisely this ambit 
of appearing that is prior to the actuality of that which appears. We would be then, to put it in these terms, 
before the possibility of a Zubirian conceptualization of that which in Heidegger’s thought receives the 
name of άλήθεια (alētheia – truth). Or to say it in another way, we would be before the possibility of a 
conceptualization of the Eregnis of Heidegger with the resources of Zubirian philosophy. That which 
Zubiri calls actualization would be the equivalent of Eregnis,” 63-64, my translation. 
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Again this habitude is affected by, shaped by others; in fact there is a sense (sentido) to it 
arising from the “physical” structure itself. But this, just as with actuality, does not 
demand a particular consciousness about it or even an overt presence of these others. 
Accordingly, in order for there to be society, it is sufficient that people and groups are 
involved in the same structural process in virtue of which their actions are physically 
affected by others, even if they are not formally shared by them.
224
 
In this regard González identifies the processes and structures initiated by 
Western colonialism as precisely amounting to the early beginnings of this sort of social 
nexus in the constitution of world society. Not leaving the matter there, he also alludes in 
microcosm to a particular infamous instance: that of the Nestlé case which involved the 
sale of powdered milk to young mothers in areas of the developing world; in particular 
Africa and Latin America. This case assumed an especially high profile through a boycott 
launched on July 7
th
, 1977 in the United States, and then to Europe in the early 1980s, 
challenging the promotion of breast milk substitutes. González writes about this, 
                                                 
224 González criticizes the broad body of contemporary sociology as having “slipped-up” in its 
assumptions regarding society, centering the analyses in the human subject, either via consciousness, sense 
or language, through the lens of most Western philosophy. A significant exception to this he suggests has 
been the work of Anthony Giddens in his The Constitution of Society, (Cambridge, Polity Press, 1984). For 
the record, Giddens himself served as policy advisor for British Prime Minister, Tony Blair; his “third way” 
political approach being Blair’s guiding political idea. For Giddens, González writes, “…social conduct 
does not have to be studied in function of intentions with which the actors associate. Social action is 
defined by the power that is possessed to intervene in the course of events, and is accordingly independent 
of whether the social actors are conscious or otherwise of the results of their actions.” He adds, “Gidden’s 
position is able to be perfectly grounded in a philosophy like that of X. Zubiri. For Zubiri human actions 
already begin to be social when in their internal structure others become present, even if there is no 
consciousness of them,” González, “Orden mundial y liberación, 639 and RELAT (Revista Electrónica 
Latinoamericana de Teología) 100-102, para. (b) under sub-heading, “El nexo social mundial,” 
http://www.servicioskoinonia.org/relat/ accessed June 11th, 2011 my translation. 
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[C]ertain human habitudes, (for example, the use of powdered milk) have a 
‘meaning’ physically determined by radically distant peoples, both locally and 
culturally (for example the producers of Nestlé). According to traditional 
conceptions, between these people there would be no ‘society’ because of the lack 
of conscious participation in the same universe of meaning.
225
 According to the 
                                                 
225 This point concerning “traditional conceptions” of society is critically identified by González in 
a number of ways by reference to sociological theory. He argues that the broad problem in 
phenomenological sociology, the sociology of knowledge, as well as ethno-methodology, is that social 
unity is understood to be made possible “to the degree that the social actors participate in a community of 
meaning (comunidad de sentido).” In this way the idea of society remains reduced to communities that 
fundamentally share the same “universe of meaning”; something which clearly is not the case in world 
society where there is still a great plurality of culture. In the face of what he considers to be an idealistic 
view of the social bond, González challenges both Durkheim and Habermas. For Durkheim, the definitive 
social nexus is that of labor. González accepts the strength of such a bond over those alternatives grounded 
in consciousness or meaning (sentido), but contests that world society’s bond cannot be reduced to the 
social division of work. This is so because there are so many environments that today are passed-over by 
investors as unworthy candidates, where whole populations, including labor are irrelevant to any potential 
initiatives. Franz Hinkelammert has put it starkly in these terms; “There is emerging a world where to be 
exploited is to be privileged.” Franz Hinkelammert, “La crisis del socialismo y el tercer mundo,” my 
translation, http://www.pensamientocritico.info/articulos/articulos-de-franz-hinkelammert/100-la-crisis-del-
socialismo-y-el-tercer-mundo.html, accessed June 14th, 2011. 
For Habermas, the definitive social nexus is that of communicative interaction, but such 
communication argues González, limits the community not so much to those who share the same language 
in the technical sense, but rather those who share the same evolutionary level (“nivel evolutivo”). He writes 
in criticism of Habermas, “It is about a community that is composed of not those who share the same 
language, but rather those that share the same evolutionary level, some similar criteria of normative 
validity, such as for example being citizens of Europe…In this way Habermas’ theory squares perfectly 
with the theories of ‘modernization.’ Through it, it is possible to criticize those advanced capitalist societies 
for an inadequate fulfillment at their very heart of the normative aspirations of moral rationality in their 
socio-historical evolution. But criticism from the poor peoples of the periphery is impossible whose real 
social link with the rich center is not a theme that is ever developed. Contemporary peoples are situated, as 
with other enlightened philosophies, in an imaginary temporal line that confines them in distinct 
evolutionary phases. For this reason Habermas’ theory, with all its critical pretensions, participates in the 
ideologizing potentialities of all theories that ignore the world dimension of the social link that has actually 
come about in the modern age. Through Habermas’ criticism of instrumental rationality, there lies the 
inspiration toward a reformist ideology of the lefts in capitalist countries, but not a criticism from the 
periphery,” González, “Orden mundial y liberación,” 638-639, my translation. A complete reading of 
González’s article includes his criticism of economic philosophy treated under the categories of liberal, 
modernist and dependency theory. Each has its own problems when assessed according to the idea of social 
nexus in world society. Neo-liberalism would appear at first pass to be more oriented toward an 
appreciation of one world. Upon analysis however it fails, primarily because it does not assume a world-
perspective but instead an international one, considering societies as merely national entities, units in the 
global market (74). The implications of this have become clearer since Ellacuría’s death: open markets for 
finance but not for commodities, much less labor, and an inability to respond satisfactorily to the climate 
issue; all of which put into question the 3 myths of the modern period: the sovereignty of the state, 
economic growth and the market as the solution (84-88). On the other hand, dependency theory while 
understanding the structural issues behind developing world poverty, starkly reflected in the recurrent 
 
297 
 
theories of Giddens (see n. 563 and n. 570) or Zubiri (on the other hand), it would 
have to be affirmed that both groups of people are wrapped up in the same 
process of structuration because their habitudinal processes are physically 
affected by others.
226
 This does not mean that my habitudes and its senses are the 
same as those of others, but it does mean that these others are physically 
intervening in them. Even cultural norms connected to these habitudes are 
physically affected by others, without this meaning that they are formally shared 
by them.
227
 
What is evident from what has been said so far is that this one world society 
characterized by social nexus is by no means a utopian construct, a socialist dream. 
While the coming about of a world society may carry positive effects, it is 
nevertheless a reality that has had substantial negative implications for the majority of 
humanity at the cost of their resources, dignity, rights and culture. Indeed the structures 
                                                                                                                                                 
foreign debt crises, has suffered its own deficits, in as much as like other theories it has tended to propose 
therapies that have been grounded nationally, especially through the vehicle of the state, instead of civil 
society. González writes accordingly, “It is not only that in modernity civil society has been tacitly defined 
by its correlation with the state. More importantly, the problem consists in the fact that the various 
prevailing conceptions of social nexus in theoretical sociology and in the philosophy of society are built 
according to the thread of this same correlation,” 79, my translation. 
226 Remember that the term habitude or habitudinal for Zubiri, the relevant meaning here means “a 
way of being with things.” See this chapter, n.221. 
227 González, “Orden mundial y liberación,” 641-642. The point here is simply the way in which 
social nexus constitutes a powerful force in our current realities, even though we continue to speak different 
languages and live according to our varied cultures. The campaign against Nestlé still continues at a lower 
key although the company claims to be in compliance with current legislation and standards. The issue 
behind the sale of powdered milk to poor mothers concerned the apparent increased death rate of babies for 
four reasons: first the poor literacy levels facilitated ignorance of the sanitation methods in preparing the 
bottles; second even if literate, frequently the mothers did not have the means to prepare the bottles – e.g., 
the lack of firewood to boil the water; third, frequently poor mothers would use less powder than was 
required in order to stretch the formula over a longer period, hence inadequate nutrition; and fourth, the 
powdered milk lacked many of the benefits of the mother’s breast milk including nutrition and antibodies 
against infections. 
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of world society arguably continue to keep millions in misery.
228
 To this end Jorge 
Corominas writes, 
The structure of one single world society does not mean homogenization, as is 
usually imagined when this is considered in terms of culture or meaning, but 
rather implies an acute increase in stratification and social differentiation: 
globalization, stratification and the worsening of social differentiation are two 
faces of the same coin. In a huge number of places on the face of the planet we 
find identical homes made of cardboard alongside imposing monotonous 
commercial and financial centers…The decision to buy a certain product has 
repercussions not only on the international division of labor but also on 
ecosystems. In a sense we are the first generation to live in one cosmopolitan 
universal order, in a world in which there are no radical others, others not affected 
by my action, a world where we all share common interests and risks beyond the 
consciousness we have of it and the moral judgment we deserve because of it.
229
 
                                                 
228 González notes that the sociology of Max Weber as well as in particular the Great Depression 
with the resultant application and influence of Keynesian economic principles challenged the liberal and 
neo-classical models that promoted globalization through comparative advantage. Modernization pointed to 
the desirability of growth of nations’ internal markets and the development of industrialization through 
import substitution, suggesting social democrat protectionist measures. “Orden mundial y liberación,” 632. 
Hobsbawm refers to Weber’s clear-eyed realism about globalization’s one world approach; “Only complete 
political confusion and naïve optimism can prevent the recognition that the unavoidable efforts at trade 
expansion by all civilized bourgeois-controlled nations, after a transitional period of seemingly peaceful 
competition, are clearly approaching the point where power alone will decide each nation’s share in the 
economic control of the earth, and hence its people’s sphere of activity, and especially it workers’ earning 
potential,” Eric Hobsbawm in The Age of Empire 1875-1914, (London, Abacus, 2003), 56. See also 
Hobsbawm’s two volumes, The Age of Capital 1848-1875 (London, Abacus, 2003) and The Age of Empire 
1875-1914, ibid. For a compelling recounting of the critical awakening of the place of empire in Western 
historical consciousness, see Mario Vargas Llosa’s recent publication about the Irish civil servant, Roger 
Casement, hanged in 1916 by the British government for his alleged role in the importation of guns to fuel 
the Irish rebellion. Casement is a particularly engaging example of the critical awakening to the abuses of 
imperialism and colonialism as he exposed the brutality of Belgian rule in the Congo and exploitation on 
the part of various governments and commercial interests in the Amazon. The manner of his trial and death 
reflected the fury of the political establishment at his disloyalty to them. El sueño del celta, (Doral, Florida: 
Santillana, 2010). 
229 Jorge Corominas, Etica primera. Aportación de X. Zubiri al debate ético contemporáneo, 
(Bilbao, Desclée de Brouwer, 2000), 33-34. The publication is also available on the University of Central 
America’s website, as a doctoral thesis under the same title and under the name of Jorge Corominas 
Escudé, ‘Primera Parte: El debate ético contemporáneo, 2-3, my translation. 
http://www.uca.edu.sv/facultad/chn/c1170/jc01cap1.html , (accessed 12th November, 2010). 
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What stands then as the imperative of our time is not simply to legitimate or 
justify world society as it currently is, but rather to think through how it may be 
transformed for the benefit of the planet’s majorities. It is to this fine end that Ellacuría 
directs his attention through the paradigms of a civilization of capital (la civilización del 
capital) and a civilization of poverty (la civilización de la pobreza) and it is this that 
serves as the culmination of his philosophical thought and indeed this chapter. 
From civilization of capital to civilization of poverty: 
toward a historicization of the common good 
As we have seen, for Ellacuría there is but one world society which carries 
reality’s weight, reality’s burden. This is a situation marked by ambiguity where both 
common evil and the common good co-exist, enshrouded and justified in the 
complexities of ideological interaction and debate. It is one world where the same 
structuration means no-one is entirely independent of others, but where all are affected by 
others for good or otherwise. Further, in this world, holds Ellacuría, what stands as the 
most important hope and compelling challenge is society’s humanization through 
liberating praxis, where the popular majorities become vehicles of their own freedom. 
Now it is this contemporary historical challenge that Ellacuría addresses when he 
speaks of two paradigms: a civilization of capital and its alternative, a civilization of 
poverty. In speaking thus he attempts to historicize, to de-ideologize, to expose historical 
reality for what it is, revealing the common evil it engenders but also reaching forward to 
possibilities characterized by a preoccupation for the common good – the good of the 
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majorities. Additionally these two paradigms give tangible expression to the three 
fundamentals which I discussed earlier:
230
 firstly, the critical and creative functions of 
political philosophy; secondly, the place in which and from which political philosophy 
should be undertaken – that place that yields truth (lugar-que-da-verdad) – that place of 
the principle contradiction, that place of poverty and oppression; and finally the Christian 
essence of such political philosophy, where the cross stands beckoning the Christian and 
all people of good-will to assume the reality of the very nothingness of privation and the 
contemporary conflict between crucifier and crucified.
231
 
In discussing Ellacuría’s analysis of contemporary historical reality’s civilization 
of capital, I shall firstly underscore Ellacuría’s view of capitalism and the destructive 
function of capital, second its incapacity to become universalized across world society, 
and third, the problem of human rights within global capitalism. 
Ellacuría will have nothing to do with apriori condemnations of capital as such. 
Rather, consistent with his commitment to the principle of historization, all analysis is 
grounded in keen observation. Accordingly he is quite willing to acknowledge those 
numerous benefits connected with capitalism, in particular in the scientific, technical and 
                                                 
230 This chapter, “Political philosophy as ideological moment of praxis: toward a correct 
historicization.” 
231 Ibid. Remember where I explain the “place that yields truth” as that which serves as a moment 
of both theoretical discernment and illumination. Theoretical discernment viewed through the lens of 
freedom, involves the delimitation of liberative and dominating forces and actions, as the ethical challenge 
is taken-up of sorting out just what in a given context the realization of human beings and humanity might 
look like. Illumination involves the ethical key: that injustice and the absence of freedom constitute the 
essential points of reference in a situation like El Salvador where truth itself is oppressed. 
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even political orders.
232
 Nevertheless, what is evident is that world society does not begin 
from a neutral position, but from one marked by dehumanization, where the presence of 
evil is so immense and the implications for human personal life so broad and deep, that 
no amount of abstraction can deny either the objective realities themselves or human 
complicity in those realities. Summing it up from the perspective of the majorities of the 
‘developing’ world, Ellacuría contends, 
A very small minority of countries that include a very small proportion of the 
global population exploit the resources of humanity (the air we breathe, oil, prime 
materials, food, culture, military power, capital etc.) in a massive way, while the 
greatest proportion of countries, and the greatest part of their populations are 
unable to enjoy these resources, even in the most minimal form.
233
 
Elsewhere he penetrates to what he conceives to be the heart of the problem 
regarding the civilization of capital. He writes, 
The problem is not just that of the foreign debt, the exploitation of raw materials 
or the search for third world sites to dispose of the wastes of all sorts that the 
more developed countries produce. More than that, it is an almost irresistible pull 
towards a profound dehumanization as an intrinsic part of the real dynamics of the 
capitalist system: abusive and/or superficial and alienating ways of seeking one’s 
own security and happiness by means of private accumulation, of consumption 
and of entertainment; submission to the laws of the consumer market promoted by 
advertising in every kind of activity, including the cultural; and a manifest lack of 
solidarity in the individual, the family and the state, with other individuals, 
families, or states. The fundamental dynamic of selling one’s own goods at the 
highest possible price and buying the other’s at the lowest possible, along with the 
dynamic of imposing one’s own cultural norms so as to make others dependent, 
                                                 
232 He accepts that “scientific investigation has progressed and contributions have accumulated to 
such an extent that in themselves they are very positive and even utterly indispensable to resolve the huge 
problems that the human biological species and life in society inevitably generate. Additionally, in the 
ethical-political order, important institutionally recognized advances have been made that can be summed-
up in the universal theoretical acceptance of human rights,” Ellacuría, “El desafio de las mayorías pobres” 
in EU, 299-300, first published in ECA, (No. 493-494) 1989, 1076-1077, my translation. 
233 Ellacuría, “Subdesarrollo y derechos humanos” in RLT, No. 25, (1992), 4, my translation. 
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clearly shows the inhumanity of the system, constructed more on the principle of 
homo homini lupus than on the principle of a possible and desirable universal 
solidarity. Predatory ferocity becomes the fundamental dynamic, and generous 
solidarity remains reduced to curing incidentally and superficially the wounds of 
the poor caused by the depredation.
234
 
Finally Ellacuría points to the ideologized manner in which the civilization of 
capital and democracy are intrinsically connected; covering-over what frequently is the 
brutal imposition of raw capital. Accordingly he avers, 
[T]he ideologized propaganda about capitalist democracy as the only and absolute 
form of political organization, becomes an instrument of cover-up and at times an 
instrument of oppression. Certainly in the democratic package, come values and 
rights that are very much worth taking into account, especially if they are carried 
out to their final consequences and real conditions are created for enjoying them. 
But the ideologized operation of the democratic model seeks not to let the people 
determine their own political and economic model, but to cover up the imposition 
of the capitalist system and especially in the case of Central America, the 
imposition of United States interests. Democracy is supported only insofar as 
those interests are presumed to be furthered.
235
 
While Ellacuría is clear about capitalism’s potential for destruction of the 
majorities, it is the incapacity of such an economic, social and political model, with its 
offer of humanization and freedom to be really sustainable that is most worrying. In 
putting this argument, he turns to Kant’s principle of universalizability – act only 
                                                 
234 The term homo homini lupus best translates as “the wolf man.” Ellacuría, “Utopía y profetismo 
desde América Latina: Un ensayo concreto de soterología histórica,” ET II, 247-248, first published in RLT 
17 (1989), 141-184, re-published in Ellacuría, Sobrino, ML I, (San Salvador, UCA Editores, 1992), 393-
442. I have adopted the translation of James R. Brockman S.J. entitled “Utopia and Prophecy in Latin 
America,” in Towards a Society that Serves Its People: the Intellectual Contribution of El Salvador’s 
Murdered Jesuits, eds. John Hassett and Hugh Lacey (Washington D.C. Georgetown University Press, 
1991), 54-55. 
235 Ibid., trans. James R. Brockman S. J., “Utopia and Prophecy in Latin America,” 55. 
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according to maxims which you can will also to be universal laws.
236
 Appropriating 
Kant’s principle, Ellacuría typically historicizes it in the following terms: that if the 
behavior and even the ideal of a few cannot become the behavior and the reality of the 
greater part of humanity, then that same behavior, that same ideal cannot be said to be 
moral or indeed even human. This is all the more the case if the enjoyment of a few 
effectively deprives the rest.
237
 It is this principle, argues Ellacuría, which fundamentally 
                                                 
236 Immanuel Kant, Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals, trans.Thomas Kingsmill Abbott, 
ed. Lara Denis (Peterborough, Ont.; Orchard Park, NY: Broadview Press, 2005), 421. 
237 The principle of universalization is really the first formulation of Kant’s categorical 
imperative. What is of interest in the Ellacurían context is that Ellacuría actually furnishes content through 
historicization of Kant’s principles – precisely correcting the deficit that Alasdair MacIntyre criticizes in 
Kant’s ethics. MacIntyre questions Kant’s principle of the categorical imperative on the basis that it refers 
to what we ought not to do, such as not to break promises, not to tell lies and not to commit suicide; 
however when it comes to what actions we ought to engage in, the categorical imperative appears to be 
silent. In other words, Kant’s “morality sets limits to the ways in which and the means by which we 
conduct our lives, it does not give them direction.” The essence of MacIntyre’s charge is that the Kantian 
doctrine is “parasitic” upon some already existing morality, indeed any morality, lacking any real content 
of its own. He contends, “Because the Kantian notion of duty is so formal that it can be given almost any 
content, it becomes available to provide a sanction and a motive for the specific duties which any particular 
social and moral tradition may propose. Because it detaches the notion of duty from the notions of ends, 
purposes, wants and needs, it suggests that given a proposed course of action, I may only ask whether in 
doing it I can consistently will that it shall be universally done and not ask what ends or purposes it serves.” 
He concludes abruptly, “Anyone educated into the Kantian notion of duty, will…have been educated into 
easy conformism with authority,” Alasdair MacIntyre, A Short History of Ethics: A History of Moral 
Philosophy from the Homeric Age to the Twentieth Century (Notre Dame, Indiana, University of Notre 
Dame Press, 1998), 197-198. This view is also supported by Gordon Graham, who refers to Kant’s theory 
as preoccupied with consistency rather than content. In a confronting fashion, he writes, “[T]he test of 
universalizability is quite powerless when it comes to deciding between competing moral 
recommendations. Consider two contradictory recommendations: ‘Never kill people just because there 
Jewish’ and ‘Always kill people who are Jewish because they’re Jewish.’…But if contradictory proposals 
can both satisfy the test of universalizability, it follows that the test is unable to discriminate between good 
and bad recommendations. In short, it cannot tell us what to do,” Graham, Theories of Ethics: An 
Introduction to Moral Philosophy with a Selection of Classic Readings, (New York: Routledge, 2001), 91. 
In my view MacIntyre’s and Graham’s point is significant in that Kant’s universalization tends to 
be absorbed in the principle of consistency to the detriment of ends. Notwithstanding, in their political 
analysis of Kant, William and Alan Ebenstein point out that the principle of universalization offers “a 
radically equalitarian premise.” They conclude, “The political implications of Kant’s ethics are several. 
First, the emphasis he places on metaphysical freedom clears the way for political freedom. Second, the 
equality inherent in the categorical imperative leads to political systems that treat humans equally. Third, 
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questions the practicality of the ideal of Western civilization applied globally. This is the 
case at the most basic of material levels, since there are simply not enough material 
resources on earth to permit all countries to achieve the same level of production and 
consumption as that of the wealthy countries, the population of which constitutes less 
than twenty five percent of humanity.
238
 Moreover while such universalization is not 
possible, nor is it desirable, for the quality of life offered and assumed within the 
civilization of capital is not consistent with a genuine humanization of communities and 
societies. He writes accordingly, 
The lifestyle proposed in and by the mechanics of development does not 
humanize, it does not fulfill or make happy, as is shown, among other indices, by 
the growing drug consumption, which has become one of the principal problems 
of the developed world. That life style is motivated by fear and insecurity, by 
inner emptiness, by the need to dominate so as not to be dominated, by the urge to 
exhibit what one has since one cannot communicate what one is. It all supposes 
only a minimum degree of freedom and it supports that minimum freedom more 
in externals than internals. It likewise implies a maximum degree of insolidarity 
with the greater part of human beings and of peoples of the world, especially with 
                                                                                                                                                 
Kant’s admonition to ‘act always so that you treat humanity whether in your person or in that of another 
always as an end but never as a means only’ dictates a just social order,” William and Alan Ebenstein, 
Great Political Thinkers: Plato to the Present, (Fort Worth, Texas, Harcourt College Publishers, 2000), 
474. Kant’s approach furnishes then a content that embraces freedom and equality –neither insignificant 
ends nor purposes in their own right. This I would argue is precisely the direction in which Ellacuría takes 
Kant, applying the principle of universalization to a particular historical, political, economic and social 
context and toward the purposes of practical freedom and equality. Through historicization of the principle 
of universalization, MacIntyre’s and Graham’s criticism is blunted. 
238 While Ellacuría did not develop the theme of ecology at any great length, he appears to 
foreshadow it. Certainly it is taken up by González who writes regarding the dependency theory, “structural 
dependency through its internal laws requires the maintenance of the poor in their poverty. It is sufficient to 
recall the fact that a quarter of the world population consumes approximately 70% of world energy, 75% of 
metals, 85% of wood and 60% of food. This naturally leads one to think that the levels of development and 
consumption of the richest populations are possible only if this radical inequality is maintained, since the 
resources of the planet are not factually sufficient for these levels to be universalized. To this it is necessary 
to add that even in the purely hypothetical case that such resources would miraculously increase, 
universalization would not be possible since it would bring in its train an intolerable environmental 
catastrophe for the planet,” González, “Orden mundial y liberación,” 634. 
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the neediest. And if this type of historical law which proposes to go on shaping 
our times has scarcely anything of what is human and is fundamentally inhuman, 
it must even more clearly be said to be anti-Christian. The Christian ideal of 
finding happiness more in giving than receiving – and still more than in seizing 
(Acts 20:35) – more in solidarity and community than in confrontation and 
individualism, more in personal development than in accumulating things, more 
in the viewpoint of the poor than in that of the rich and powerful, is contradicted 
and hindered by what is in practice,…the real dynamism of the present-day 
models.
239
 
Finally, central to the civilization of capital’s dehumanizing thrust through its 
systematic rupture of human solidarity, is the break-down in and ideologization of human 
rights. For Ellacuría, human rights constitute not just a complex problem but also an 
ambiguous one. On the one hand they embrace the universal dimension of human beings 
in their distinct and quite different situations where their lives develop, but on the other, 
they tend to be appropriated and used ideologically, not at the service of human beings as 
                                                 
239 Ellacuría, “Utopía y profetismo desde América Latina: Un ensayo concreto de soterología 
histórica,” ET II, translation of James R. Brockman S.J., “Utopia and Prophecy in Latin America,” in 
Towards a Society that Serves Its People: the Intellectual Contribution of El Salvador’s Murdered Jesuits, 
eds. John Hassett and Hugh Lacey (Washington D.C. Georgetown University Press, 1991), 56-57. 
Elsewhere he sums up his attack on the civilization of capital in these terms: “this civilization of capital has 
lead to and is leading to (a) not only the widening of the gap between rich and poor, already amounting to 
regions, countries or human groups…;(b) not only to the hardening of the processes of exploitation and 
oppression in more sophisticated ways; (c) not only to the progressive ecological deconstruction of the 
totality of the planet; (d) but to the palpable dehumanization of those who prefer to abandon themselves to 
the brutal task of becoming through the excited and rushed productivity of having, of the accumulation of 
wealth, power and honor and the ever-changing range of consumer goods,” Ellacuría, “El desafio de las 
mayorías pobres” in EU, 300, my translation. It is worth noting that the words “wealth, power and honor” 
from the Spanish, “riqueza, poder, honor” evokes the terminology of the Spiritual Exercises of Ignatius of 
Loyola. Sobrino also takes up this point in his article, “Quinto centenario: pecado structural y gracia 
estructura” in his book El principio misericordia: Bajar de la cruz a los pueblos crucificados, (Santander, 
Spain, Sal Terrae, 1992), 113-132, presented as a speech in the Catholic Cathedral of Salford, Lancaster, 
England, 21st May 1992 in occasion of the sixth “Paul VI Annual Lecture,” first published in RLT 25 
(1992). He writes, “The mere existence of the Third world is capable of not just overcoming the ignorance 
of the First world, but also of unmasking the lie…The Third world is the light that makes the First world 
come to terms with how it is. That same light also unmasks the fact that the solutions that the First world 
offers are no real solutions at all. They have not been so in the past and they cannot be so in the present, 
simply because they are able to be universalized. As Kant said, what is not universalizable cannot be 
ethically good,” 129, my translation. 
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a whole, but in the interests of particular groups. Moreover, this appropriation is difficult 
to detect in that human rights in both theory and praxis tend to assume a form of abstract 
and absolute normativity independent of all historical circumstance, and in the most 
extreme of cases, a veiled form of defending the interests of the strongest.
240
 For this 
                                                 
240 Ellacuría, Historización de los derechos humanos desde los pueblos oprimidos y las mayorías 
populares” in EF III, 436 first published in ECA 502 (1990), 598-596 and LUMEN 39 (1990), 9-19. Note 
that the version in EF III differs significantly from that published in ECA. The question of abstraction goes 
back to the fundamental problem lying at the heart of idealism. This idea has also been pursued by others 
and is not unique to Ellacuría, although his contribution is very significant. In José Aldunate S.J., (Coord), 
Derechos humanos, derechos de los pobres, (Santiago de Chile, Rehue, 1992), 130-131 is written, “In 
modern Western Europe, the theme of human rights became a central consideration in philosophical and 
political thought. In the 17th and 18th centuries the demand for religious freedom and freedom of 
conscience, both part of the Reformation, were increasingly associated with the call for civil and political 
rights in general. The struggle for these rights was connected to the rise of the bourgeoisie who demanded 
the suppression of the privileges of the nobility and still further equality before the law: all within the 
context of the establishment of capitalism as the dominant mode of production. Accordingly an ideology of 
human rights was shaped within philosophical liberalism which conceives the individual as prior to society 
and the state (my italics). In this set of ideas, the social is not constitutive of human beings but on the 
contrary, is accepted as a limit that allows the assurance of group life together. The maximum achievement 
of this conception is the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, adopted by the United Nations in 1948. 
At that moment it was an important stage in the consciousness about rights and personal freedoms. But if it 
well constitutes a proclamation of principles to which society and the state must adhere, it is entirely silent 
about the means and mechanisms by which these principles are able to materialize. And this is precisely the 
price that must be paid in order to arrive at a universally accepted agreement. In this order of things, 
universal consensus is only able to be achieved through the abstraction of the human being (my italics) 
postulating ahistorical individuals as subjects of universal rights. Any reflection on the way to materialize 
the right of ALL means a grave conflict since that all is made up of men and women of diverse places,” my 
translation. 
All this said, while the issue of historicization as the antidote for ideological injustice arrived at 
through abstraction, is of great merit, my experience in Africa raises two questions: just how far can the 
point be taken and at what point does a given process itself do more harm than good, becoming a vehicle 
itself for more ideologization and injustice? In the context of the discussion of human rights, the question 
of what constitutes the essence of particular communities or cultures in which human rights must be 
concretized raises enormous problems. This is precisely the issue with regard to the current political 
discussion in Africa over what it is that makes Africa African; in other words is there an essence to 
African-ness that signals a way or ways forward regarding human rights? This has been the basic 
assumption behind dominant Pan-Africanism and its accompanying liberation movements over the last fifty 
years or more. The net result of such movements has not been universally beneficial, even for the black 
majorities, with repeated authoritarian rule through one-party or what is now referred to as “dominant-
party” states. Even such a Pan-Africanist as well-known as V.Y. Mudimbe has stated rather honestly that 
African knowledge, that which has been held to be historically unique to African identity and the basis for 
an understanding of Africanized human rights – to which he refers as gnosis – is still hidden and waits to be 
discovered. See V.Y. Mudimbe, The Invention of Africa: Gnosis, Philosophy and Order of Knowledge 
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reason Ellacuría contends that human rights must be spoken of at three different levels: 
“in what they possess in terms of truth and falsehood (the epistemological problem); in 
what they possess in terms of the just and unjust (the ethical problem); and in what they 
possess of the putting right of things (the praxic or political problem).”241 
At all these levels Ellacuría is clear in the conviction that the proclamation of the 
universality of human rights amounts to a “bloody mockery,” made even more acrid by 
the reality that this very ‘universality’ is consciously and effectively denied the majorities 
of the world. In fact what is actually required, he proffers, is the overt oppression and 
death of many for the freedom and domination of just a few.
242
 Pivotal to this reality, 
                                                                                                                                                 
(Bloomington, University of Indiana Press, 1988), 186. This same question I would argue may be equally 
addressed to Latin America: what is it that is essentially Latin American with regard to the concretization 
of human rights. My experience suggests that a Latin American essence, is something that Latin Americans 
almost universally assume – especially those from the left – but I am not sure there is any greater clarity 
there than in Africa. In the final analysis perhaps attempts at building something inherently African or 
indeed Latin American in the name of historicization, is potentially just another form of idealism that needs 
to be intelligently challenged. 
241 Ellacuría, Historización de los derechos humanos desde los pueblos oprimidos y las mayorías 
populares” in EF III,  434. According to Ellacuría, historicization of human rights includes the following: 
“(a) in the praxic verification of truth-falsehood, justice-injustice, putting things right-allowing things to 
continue as they are, as given through proclaimed law legal (b) in the checking that proclaimed law serves 
the security of the few and is ineffective for the rest; (c) in the examination of the real conditions, without 
which there is no real possibility of intended purposes being realized; (d) in the de-ideologization of 
idealistic proposals, that instead of stimulating those substantial changes required for the effective 
fulfillment of law, not just the affirmation of its possibility or desirability, become an obstacle; (e) in the 
introduction of the dimension of time in order to be able to quantify and verify when the ideal 
proclamations are likely to become reality or at least arrive at an acceptable level of realization,” my 
translation. 
242 See this chapter, n.132 where I refer to the various Hegelian stages of history: the first, the 
ancient oriental model of the despot as free at the expense of all his enslaved subjects; second the Greek 
citizen as free not due to his humanity but his citizenship, and this at the expense of the slaves on the 
margins of the polis. Finally, Germanic Christianity and only Germanic Christianity came to the insight that 
freedom is consubstantial with the human person as such. In other words human development has still not 
carried us beyond Roman-Hellenic or even the oriental stages, much less the Germanic-Christian stage. 
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argues Ellacuría, is the way in which human rights have become captive to the dominant 
political paradigm of liberalization at the expense of liberation. 
For Ellacuría, liberalization refers to the priority of subjective and individual 
freedom within the framework of liberal and neo-liberal ideology. He suggests that in its 
origins liberalism registered concrete achievements in human liberation as a result of a 
struggle through which were attained certain rights formalized in pacts, laws and 
constitutions. In effect such gains involved a process of liberation from injustice, 
domination and the abuse of institutional power. More recently though this same 
liberalism has performed a quite different function where it has served to “preserve” 
rather than win freedom. What has happened here? Why have things changed? Ellacuría 
responds in declaring, 
Such is the case with, amongst others, the Magna Carta (1215), the Bill of Rights 
(1689), the Declaration of Rights of Virginia (1776) and of the Declaration of 
Rights of Man and Citizenry (1789, 1793).They are the result of the struggle of 
particular groups that considered themselves deprived of something that was 
theirs; a view grounded in their material base and concomitant consciousness. 
Although ideally these rights won are referred to as human rights, they are in 
reality limited rights, rights limited to a particular way of being human (English 
freemen, white men of the good people of Virginia, French bourgeois etc.). In fact 
it was so transparently so that not even were these rights attributed to those others 
who lived with them (English or French peasants, North American blacks and 
slaves etc.), much as their human character was never formally denied. These are 
then most definitely rights of a class; up until their acquisition, a dispossessed and 
subject class that was liberated, that realized an historical process of 
liberation…defended in the universality of the human, but in the same breath that 
denied the obligatory nature of this universality…This issue concerns then 
something positive and something limited, something that clearly shows the 
ambiguous and ideologized character of human rights. Even though they open up 
a positive ideal and demonstrate an effective method of struggle to ensure that 
justice is real, they also display their inhuman character in turning inside-out and 
becoming a legitimating power for the powerful…covering over real particularity 
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with a mantle of ideal universality, favorable for a few but unfavorable for the 
majorities – those of each country and above all those of the whole world.243 
In sum then, what has happened is that liberalism has become in effect the judicial 
cover for those who have been liberated from particular forms of oppression and 
domination through the centuries, but who at the same time see to it that “others do not 
achieve the same through succeeding and more complex liberation processes”.244 For 
Ellacuría liberalism and liberalization is of and for the elites. The majorities however 
must begin with liberation in the actual historical world order, beginning with the 
struggle for basic necessities. Accordingly, 
Liberalization is one thing and liberation is something very different. 
Liberalization processes are only possible if liberation processes have gone before. 
Liberalization is a problem of and for the elite, whereas liberation is a process of and for 
the mass of the people that begins with liberation for basic needs and then builds positive 
conditions for the increasingly adult exercise of freedom and for the reasonable 
enjoyment of liberties. The fact that certain liberation processes tend to become new 
processes of domination of the many by the few is something to think about very much. 
But it does not invalidate the axiological priority of liberation over liberalization in 
attaining freedom.
245
 
                                                 
243 Ellacuría, “Historización de los derechos humanos desde los pueblos oprimidos y las mayorías 
populares” in EF III, 436-437. 
244 Ibid., 437. 
245 Ellacuría, “Utopía y profetismo desde América Latina: Un ensayo concreto de soterología 
histórica,” ET II, 262., trans. Brockman S.J. in “Utopia and Prophecy in Latin America,” published in 
Towards a Society that Serves Its People: the Intellectual Contribution of El Salvador’s Murdered Jesuits, 
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Convinced of the civilization of capital’s undesirability and impracticality, 
Ellacuría turns to an alternative paradigm where there are greater possibilities for the 
common good being honored: a civilization of poverty. By this term he does not mean 
universal pauperization as life’s ideal, but rather a fundamental rejection of “the 
accumulation of capital as the energizer of history.”246 In reaching for another alternative, 
Ellacuría speaks of this civilization of poverty as that which is universalizable, but from 
the experience and perspective of the majorities, not the elites, and where there are 
possibilities of survival and humanization for all. Fundamental to this paradigm is that 
any universalization worthy of the name not simply amount to what the civilization of 
capital has promoted, uniformization (uniformización) imposed and run by the laws of 
                                                                                                                                                 
eds. John Hassett and Hugh Lacey (Washington D.C. Georgetown University Press, 1991), 65-66. Ellacuría 
is correct in asserting the priority of liberation over liberalization, but the frequency with which liberation 
processes have almost always ‘morphed’ into ones of domination cannot simply be passed over. Within the 
current African context, the Zimbabwean situation is of particular interest, in that the line of President 
Mugabe and ZANU-PF is precisely that of liberation, re-hashing the paradigm of the struggle against white 
oppression, in order to justify the denial of civil rights to the majorities if not all. In fact the current conflict 
between Mugabe (ZANU-PF) and his Prime Minister Morgan Tsvangirai (MDC) in an uneasy coalition, 
revolves around this very question of liberation vs. liberalization. In place of a ‘hardened in the arteries’ 
liberation, where old tribal enmities must be sustained, Tsvangirai argues for inclusiveness promoted 
through political liberalization: a conversation had with Morgan Tsvangirai, August, 11th, 2011, Harare. 
Also see Stephen Chan, Citizen of Zimbabwe: Conversations with Morgan Tsvangirai, (Harare, Weaver 
Press, 2010), 21-30. Ellacuría’s sensitivity to this problem of the dogmatization of liberation is clear later 
on, as I discuss his rejection of statism in favor of popular participation, a “multi-polar social order.” 
246 The term “energizer of history” translates the original Spanish, “motor de la historia.” I think 
the more literal English translation “motor of history” would have served better, in part because as an 
economic term it is better understood. The term “energizer” reflects perhaps a more literary approach. In 
any case I have decided it best to stay with Brockman’s otherwise impeccable translation in Brockman S.J., 
“Utopia and Prophecy in Latin America,” in Towards a Society that Serves Its People: the Intellectual 
Contribution of El Salvador’s Murdered Jesuits, eds. John Hassett and Hugh Lacey (Washington D.C. 
Georgetown University Press, 1991), 74, from the Spanish, Ellacuría, “Utopía y profetismo desde América 
Latina…,” ET II, 274. Moreover, Ellacuría notes that his rejection of capital as that which energizes history 
is in keeping with the Christian tradition, from Jesus as recorded in the Gospels through to the saints who 
consistently preached the advantages of material poverty, ibid. For an impressive historical discussion on 
the church and the poor Julio de Santa Ana, Good News to the Poor: The Challenge of the Poor in the 
History of the Church (Geneva: World Council of Churches, 1977). 
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the market economy. Rather, the diverse richness (riqueza) of the many peoples needs to 
be respected and encouraged, with the differences understood to lead to fulfillment of the 
whole and not just contrasts or clashes of the numerous parts.
247
 For Ellacuría, this new 
approach would operate at essentially three levels: the economic, the social and the 
cultural. 
With regard to the economic, Ellacuría replaces capital accumulation as history’s 
energizer and the “possession-enjoyment of wealth”248 as capitalism’s principle of 
humanization, by two other criteria: as the principle of development, the universal 
satisfaction of basic needs, and as the principle of humanization, growth in shared 
solidarity. Concerning the former, he suggests that basic needs while perhaps varying due 
to cultural tradition and orientation would nevertheless include “appropriate nourishment, 
minimal housing, basic health care, primary education and sufficient employment.”249 He 
underscores that such a list constitutes not so much the ‘end-game’ of economic 
development in the civilization of poverty but rather the beginning point, the sine qua 
non of any genuine development. The most fundamental of considerations in this 
principle of development, asserts Ellacuría, is that people may have dignified access to 
these basics through an institutional stability and security that assures them. The 
                                                 
247 See Samour, Voluntad de liberación (San Salvador, UCA Editores, 2002), 360. 
248 Brockman’s translation of “la posesión-disfrute de la riqueza como principio de 
humanización,” Brockman S.J., trans. “Utopia and Prophecy in Latin America,” in Towards a Society that 
Serves Its People: the Intellectual Contribution of El Salvador’s Murdered Jesuits, eds. John Hassett and 
Hugh Lacey, (Washington D.C.: Georgetown University Press, 1991), 74 and the original Spanish, 
Ellacuría, “Utopía y profetismo desde América Latina…,” ET II, 274. 
249 Ellacuría, “Utopía y profetismo desde América Latina,” ET II, 275, my translation. 
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alternative, so frequently offered through the civilization of capital, is the irregular 
provision of these things as crumbs dispensed from the tables of the rich. 
Behind this principle of development stands in turn a dynamizing principle 
grounded less in capital and more in labor: that which he refers to as the “dignification of 
work” (la dignificación por el trabajo).250 By this term he refers to work that has as its 
principle object or goal, not the production of capital, but rather the perfection of the 
human being.
251
 What he foresees is that work when viewed as an expression of the 
means to assure the satisfaction of basic needs, in addition to constituting a form of self-
realization, will supersede the numerous forms of exploitation typical of capital, as well 
as inequalities that serve the interests of domination. He writes, 
                                                 
250 Ibid. The point here also developed in his “El desafío de las mayorías populares” in EU, 301 
(additionally in ET I, 359) is that the civilization of work would not annihilate capital and its dynamics, but 
would substitute its primacy with that of work. This as Ellacuría very briefly points out, (301) also sits with 
John Paul II’s Laborem exercens (On Human Work). For his part, John Paul II does not see labor and 
capital as inherently or necessarily in opposition one to the other. He argues that each needs the other, but 
that due to the dominance of “economism” human labor came to be considered in sole function of its 
economic purpose. He writes, “The break occurred in such a way that labor was separated from capital and 
set in opposition to it and capital was set in opposition to labor, as though they were two impersonal forces, 
two production factors juxtaposed in the same ‘economistic ‘ perspective.” He continues, “economism 
directly or indirectly includes a conviction of the primacy and superiority of the material, and directly or 
indirectly places the spiritual and the personal (man’s activity, moral values and such matters) in a position 
of subordination to material reality. This is still not theoretical materialism but it certainly is practical 
materialism….” (LE.13). This position is very close to Ellacuría’s in the sense of the ultimate priority and 
dignity of human labor that can never legitimately be reduced to the mere economic. That said, as we have 
seen, Ellacuría’s intrahistorical metaphysics would lead to the use of very much more nuanced language 
when it comes to John Paul’s appropriation and use of the terms “material” and “spiritual.” 
251 Ellacuría writes with regard to work and the human being, “Work, producing or not value, that 
ultimately finds concrete expression in commodities and capital, is before anything else, a personal and 
social necessity of the human being for her personal development and psychological equilibrium. 
Additionally work serves for the production of those resources and conditions that allow all human beings 
and the whole human being, to realize a life liberated from necessities and free to fulfill respective life 
initiatives,” Ellacuría, ‘El desafío de la mayorías pobres” in EU, 301 and ET I, 359. 
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It is above all a matter of making a society that negatively does not oblige one to 
make wealth the supreme value because without it one is lost…Positively such a 
society is structured so that one is not required to keep looking for wealth to have 
all that is needed for human liberation and fulfillment. It is clear that a society not 
structured by the laws of capital, but one giving primacy to the dynamism of 
humanizing work, would be shaped in a way very different from the present 
one…The humanistic and moral failure of present society, of the present earth 
shaped according to capital’s dictates, has begun in various ways to move those in 
the more or less marginal vanguards to shape a different society, even though for 
the moment that is by escaping from the structures and dynamics of the society 
that presently dominates.
252
 
                                                 
252 This reference almost certainly refers to the Sandinista revolution in neighboring Nicaragua of 
which Ellacuría was keenly aware, not least because of the involvements of the Jesuit community in 
Managua who stood in broad support of the Sandinista initiatives. For his part, Ellacuría was critical, 
believing that his brother Jesuits were a little too close. Whitfield writes, “The case of Nicaragua had been 
particularly interesting. While Ellacuría would praise the extent to which the presence of the Sandinistas, 
Marxists and Christians within the revolution had led to a Nicaraguan perestroika in the rethinking of 
Marxism and especially Leninism, he criticized the Jesuits of Managua endlessly for being too supportive 
of the Sandinista government. ‘Liberation theology should never ally itself with power’, he told a 
conference in Spain in 1987. ‘It should always be in opposition, even in countries like Nicaragua’. Ellacuría 
was understandably broadly in support of the Sandinistas. He had in particular been deeply moved on his 
arrival in Managua, shortly after the triumph of the revolution in 1979, to find that the Sandinistas were 
exercising a degree of mercy in the pardoning of some of their Somocista captors and torturers. Yet he also 
believed that the Sandinistas should be publicly held to account for their failings, in for example the 
handling of the economy or in the area of human rights. When the Jesuits of Nicaragua assured him that 
they had provided the Sandinistas with ‘critical support,’ Ellacuría was apt to grumble that it was ‘more 
support than criticism’. His own idea of what ‘critical support’ should be would be expressed in an ECA 
editorial written on the sixth anniversary of the Sandinistas’ triumph. He observed that even taking into 
account the intervention of the United States, the Sandinista revolution was ‘still very inferior’ to its own 
ideals,” Whitfield, Paying the Price: Ignacio Ellacuría and the Murdered Jesuits of El Salvador 
(Philadelphia, Temple University, 1994), 219. See this thesis, chapter 3, 96 for brief mention of Ellacuría’s 
Nicaraguan involvements, in addition to “El ejemplo de Nicaragua en Centroamérica,” in EP II, 1071-
1089, first published as the editorial in ECA, Nos.441-442 (1985), 475-494, “El desafío cristiano de la 
teología de la liberación,” a paper presented in the seminar “Lo temporal y lo religioso en el mundo actual,” 
Madrid, 1987, http://www.mounier.es/revista/pdfs/016081093.pdf, accessed, July 22nd, 2011; and “Misión 
de la Compañía de Jesús en Centroamérica” in ET IV, especially 175. There he writes, contrasting El 
Salvador and Nicaragua, “In El Salvador, the Jesuits have, for fifteen years uninterrupted and with 
considerable sacrifice and risks, committed themselves to promoting action for justice inspired from the 
clear vantage point of Christian consciousness, in such a manner that both aspects mutually complement 
and strengthen each other. Because of this, suffering has been the norm at the hands of a virulent 
persecution along with the rest of the committed Church, whose quintessential exponent is Monsignor 
Romero…Nicaragua also represents a frontier for the Jesuits, since in that country is the case of a triumphal 
revolution in which both Marxists and Christians played a part, in which exists the possibility of building a 
new type of society, where effectively there may be given a preferential option for the poor from the 
perspective of an open socialism with a human face, and in which the Christian faith would be one of the 
important elements,” 175, my translation. 
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As flagged above, for Ellacuría shared solidarity as an expression of the principle 
of humanization also plays a significant role in positive economic development. Crucial 
to this is the consideration of the place of common property. In a context where the 
overwhelming majority of land and property in El Salvador was and still is dominated by 
a small fraction of the population and serves as a key for economic differentiation, it is 
not surprising that Ellacuría argues for the commonality of property. Accordingly, in the 
light of Thomas and Catholic social teaching, he contends, 
When the church’s social doctrine following St Thomas holds that the private 
appropriation of goods is the best practical manner for their primordial common 
destiny to be fulfilled in an orderly way, it is making a concession to ‘the hardness 
of their hearts’, but ‘in the beginning it was not so.’ Only because of greed and 
selfishness, connatural to original sin, can it be said that the private ownership of 
property is the best guarantee of productive advancement and social order. But ‘if 
where sin abounded, grace abounded more’ is to have historical verification, (my 
italics) it is necessary to proclaim utopian-ly (my italics) that a new earth with 
new human beings must be shaped with principles of greater altruism and 
solidarity. The great benefits of nature – the air, the seas, and beaches, the 
mountains and forests, the rivers and lakes, in general all the natural resources for 
production, use and enjoyment – need not be privately appropriated by any 
individual, person, group or nation, and in fact they are the grand medium of 
communication and common living.
253
 
                                                 
253 Ellacuría, “Utopía y profetismo desde América Latina,” ET II, 277 trans, Brockman S.J. as 
“Utopia and Prophecy in Latin America,” in Towards a Society that Serves Its People: the Intellectual 
Contribution of El Salvador’s Murdered Jesuits, eds. John Hassett and Hugh Lacey, 76. Ellacuría adds a 
clarificatory point rejecting the oft-used argument that only private ownership will sufficiently motivate 
people to produce: “The indispensable dynamism of personal initiative cannot be confused with the natural-
original dynamism of private and privatizing initiative. Nor is excluding others as competitors to ones 
selfhood the only way to work for oneself or be oneself,” Ellacuría, 277, Brockman S.J.,ibid. Ellacuría is 
correct in his analysis of Thomas, but in his article does not explain sufficiently. For Thomas, private 
property is not part of the natural law but rather a good derived from human agreement which is a matter of 
positive law – a situation that is subordinate to natural law. In contrast the “community of goods” is part of 
natural law, meaning that only when private property is useful for the common good does there cease to be 
a contradiction between the natural law (goods at the service of the community) and the positive law 
(private property). In a text of the Summa Theologiae (ST., I-II, qu. 94, a.5), Thomas expands his thoughts 
upon property and slavery. There he argues that “Property and slavery were not imposed by nature but by 
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For Ellacuría then, counter-measures toward solidarity are crucial in Latin 
American societies where the extremes of capital have led to a deficit in the satisfaction 
of basic needs for a majority of the population, bitter inequalities, deep economic crises 
and an immoral culture of consumption and easy profit, not to mention the huge burden 
of foreign debt upon those many who have benefited not an ‘iota’ from capital inflows. 
I have thus far explained how Ellacuría’s civilization of poverty bears an 
economic dimension constituted by the universal satisfaction of basic needs, and growth 
in shared solidarity, especially through the movement towards commonality of property. 
In other words economics consistent with Catholic social teaching explained above,
254
 is 
                                                                                                                                                 
reason of man for usefulness to human life.” In other words, property like slavery is considered by Thomas 
in his time as a product of history, “neither sacred nor eternal nor natural.” In “Thomistic Natural Law and 
Social Theory,” 183-184, St Thomas Aquinas on Politics and Ethics (New York/London: W.W. Norton & 
Company, 1988), Paul Sigmund writes accordingly, “property is an addition to the natural law, which is 
now ‘necessary to human life’, but the wealthy property owner is obliged by natural law to provide for the 
poor and the starving man may take what he needs to stay alive; More generally the philosophical 
assumptions of Aquinas and those influenced by him are likely to lead them to take a moderate position in 
political and social theory…Here as elsewhere Aquinas and his followers are faithful to their mentor 
Aristotle, in the belief that in ethics and politics virtues lie in the happy medium(‘mean).” See also 
regarding Thomas’ essential moderation, J. Philip Wogamon, Christian Ethics: A Historical Introduction 
(Louisville, Kentucky: Westminster/John Knox Press, 1993), 91. In the same edition, St Thomas Aquinas 
on Politics and Ethics, “St Thomas and Property – A View from the Christian Left in Chile,” ibid, 178-180, 
Julio Silva Solar more abrasively but correctly writes, “The image of property as an absolute institution 
inseparable from man is nothing but a myth created under the influence of the large property holders who 
have dominated society.” For his part, John Paul II is not so far from Ellacuría when it comes to an 
economics of solidarity as the ground for understanding property. In Sollicitudo rei socialis 42 he writes, 
“It is necessary to state once more the characteristic principle of Christian social doctrine: the goods of this 
world are originally meant for all. The right to private property is valid and necessary, but it does not 
nullify the value of this principle. Private property, in fact, is under a ‘social mortgage’ which means that it 
has an intrinsically social function, based upon and justified precisely by the principle of the universal 
destination of goods.” This is re-affirmed in Centesimus annus, IV: Private Property and the Universal 
Destination of Material Goods, 30f. A brief but incisive commentary on this encyclical’s take on private 
property is offered by David Hollenbach S.J. under the title “Rethinking Private Property,” The Global 
Face of Public Faith: Politics, Human Rights and Christian Ethics (Washington D.C.: Georgetown 
University Press, 2003), 203-205. 
254 See this chapter, n. 250. 
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always turned toward the social ends of the majorities. Even so, for the economic blue-
print to be at all viable, there is also a need for a “new vigorous, multi-polar social 
order…in which it will be possible for the people to be more and more the active agents 
of their own destiny,”255 while at the same time having “greater possibilities for creative 
freedom and for participation.”256 But what does this actually mean and what may it look 
like in practical terms? At this point Ellacuria’s vision is particularly intriguing since it 
challenges both the historical political model of statism, usually associated with the 
political left and individualism, habitually connected to the right. This does not mean to 
say that Ellacuría is searching for the elusive “third way” somewhere between the two.257 
                                                 
255 Ellacuría, “Utopía y profetismo desde América Latina,” ET II, 280 trans. Brockman S.J. as 
“Utopia and Prophecy in Latin America,” in Towards a Society that Serves Its People: the Intellectual 
Contribution of El Salvador’s Murdered Jesuits, eds., John Hassett and Hugh Lacey, 79. 
256 Ibid. This dimension corresponds to Ellacuría’s earlier point concerning “the place that yields 
truth” (lugar que da verdad) in the sense of the point that for philosophical thought to be genuinely 
liberative, it must also be actively taken up by those social forces that are really engaged in liberating work; 
this chapter, “Political philosophy as ideological moment of praxis: toward a correct historicization.” 
257 A similar vision of a “third way” centered not in the state or political parties but in social 
organization is reflected in a declaration of the Third General Assembly of the Ecumenical Association of 
Theologians of the Third World, January 5th -16th, 1992, Nairobi, Kenya, entitled “Outcry for Life: the 
Spirituality of the Third World.” See “Declaraciόn de la Tercera Asamblea General de la Asociaciόn 
Ecuménica de Teόlogos del Tercer Mundo” Clamor por la vida: la espiritualidad del tercer mundo,” in 
RLT, (No. 28, 1993). It states, “For this reason (referring to the failure of state socialism and free market 
capitalism), we support a more communitarian and responsible form of social organization that assures the 
life of all and utilizes the resources of nature with affection,” 93, my translation. In speaking of the “third 
way” within the context of Latin societies as a whole, this has exclusively referred to Christian Democracy 
although in the later encyclicals this appears to have been dropped (e.g. Sollicitudo rei socialis, 41 of John 
Paul II, 1987). Christian Democracy’s (Democracia Cristiana) history is generally dated from the second 
half of the nineteenth century when Catholicism in Italy, Portugal, Spain and Latin America had almost 
exclusively supported the conservative parties. With the rise of Catholic social teaching beginning with Leo 
XIII’s Rerum novarum (1891), Christian Democratic parties slowly came to the fore giving political 
expression to more progressive social principles. In Latin America, Chile is perhaps the most interesting 
case, where the increasingly close relationship between the Catholic church and first the Falange and then 
its full-blown successor the Christian Democrat party, grew through the medium of the Catholic Worker 
movement and numerous rural organizations. What is interesting in the Chilean case is the atypical 
behavior of the party; maintaining a more progressive politics than most other similar parties elsewhere; 
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Indeed, his desire is to overcome both with something new: in the first place, a state of 
affairs where the traditionally ‘political’ grounded in the state is transcended by the 
“social.” By this term the “social” he means social groups and social enterprises, a sort of 
socialization that promotes communitarian and social initiatives not delegated to the state, 
political parties, vanguards or bosses (patrones). Accordingly he argues, 
It is a question of overcoming social apathy in the management of historical 
processes without for this reason lapsing into either gremialisms or corporativisms. 
Basically what is proposed is positively to give more life and decision to social 
enterprises and negatively to overcome the unruly decisions of political power. 
That is, the principal characteristic of this socialization would be the seeking of 
the community good from community pressure and through community means, 
without delegating this force to political enterprises which become autonomous 
and can never adequately represent the social. There is no reason to confuse the 
public enterprise with the political enterprise, or to accept the reservation of the 
whole public sector to the state and to political parties to the detriment of social 
enterprises.
258
 
                                                                                                                                                 
especially that of El Salvador. For Ellacuría’s part, Salvadoran Christian Democracy was totally 
discredited, not least because of the party’s consistent alliance with the political right and the military. For a 
good discussion of the Christian Democrats of Chile, see Brian Loveman, Chile: The Legacy of Hispanic 
Capitalism (New York, Oxford University Press, 1979), 231, 303-348. For discussion of El Salvador’s 
Christian Democrats, see Alastair White, El Salvador (Boulder, Colorado, Westview Press, 1973), 199-200. 
258 Ellacuría, “Utopía y profetismo desde América Latina,” ET II, 281 trans. Brockman S.J. as 
“Utopia and Prophecy in Latin America,” in Towards a Society that Serves Its People: the Intellectual 
Contribution of El Salvador’s Murdered Jesuits, eds. John Hassett and Hugh Lacey, 81. Ellacuría refers to 
“corporativismo” (corporatism) and “gremialismo” (professional associations), neither for which had he 
much sympathy. Corporatism has historically speaking had both reactionary and progressive faces. Initially 
it finds expression in both Plato and Aristotle as a communitarian system of natural-based classes and 
social hierarchies based on function, so that groups cooperate to achieve social harmony by emphasizing 
collective interests at the expense of those of the individual. The middle ages saw similar philosophies 
centered in strong monarchical absolutism, while after the French Revolution corporatism in France was 
abolished since it had been a tool of the monarchy in support of social differentiation and hierarchy. From 
the 1850’s corporatism was embraced by more liberal thinkers and forces, including Durkheim’s 
“solidarism,” the liberal corporatism of John Stuart Mill, and North American experiments in the New Deal 
involving cooperation between capital and labor. This was taken up later by Democrat presidential 
contenders Michael Dukakis and Gary Hart in the 1980s. Needless to say these liberal expressions did not 
reject either capitalism or individualism. The Latin world experience of corporatism has been of an 
altogether more authoritarian nature. Italian Fascism’s support of corporatism reverting to a ‘top-down’ 
model did not help corporatism’s credibility in the post-war period, especially with its official sanction by 
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In the second place however, such a move away from the state never suggests for 
Ellacuría an approval or embrace of neo-liberalism, where the individual is left powerless 
before corporate entities. Rather a correct understanding of individual freedom must 
always begin from the social. Hence he opines, 
In regard to the permanent problem of freedom and equality-justice, the question 
does not reside in giving primacy to the individual over the state or vice versa. 
The union of liberty-justice-equality is better achieved in the mediation of the 
social which is neither of the state nor of the individual. The mediation of the 
social permits individual-personal freedom that is not individualistic, at the same 
time that it permits political freedom – that is, freedom of individuals and groups 
vis-à-vis the power of the state.
259
 
                                                                                                                                                 
the Portuguese dictator, Antonio de Oliveira Salazar (1927-74). Proposed by Leo XIII in Rerum novarum 
(1891) as a theological and ideological response to the rise of social democracy in Europe and its 
burgeoning Marxist influenced trade union movement, it led to the rise of Christian Democracy – an 
alternative to the left, often as mentioned above termed “the third way,” but then in Latin America moved 
sharply to the right during the second half of the twentieth century. “Gremialism” on the other hand, is best 
understood as a movement that developed from the rise of professional organizations that effectively 
functioned as associations in defense of wage interests. As organizations that represented more affluent 
groups, they almost universally gravitated to the right. In Chile during the Allende period (1970-73), the 
“gremios” constituted a major force against the government, especially the truckers or “camioneros.” At the 
same time, a movement which assumed the name “gremialismo” within the Catholic University of Chile, 
grounded in what was called “horizontalist corporatism” and traditional Catholic social teaching, led a 
movement against the student left in the same university, failing in the attempt, but succeeding ultimately 
in establishing a party of the far right, the Independent Democratic Union (UDI). Theoretically the 
movement differed from corporatism in that it favored the autonomy of intermediary civil groups that have 
been historically dominated by political parties and the state. It passionately and fanatically supported the 
dictatorship of General Pinochet in the name of conservative liberalism that it claimed to defend. For his 
part, Ellacuría’s approach tends to reflect what the Latin American left referred to as democracia popular 
or popular democracy. It is something that since the return of democracy after the military dictatorships of 
the 1960s, 70s and 80s, most ‘democratic’ governments, even of the center-left stayed away from, for fear 
of provoking further military responses. 
259 Ibid., Ellacuría, 281, Brockman S.J., 81. Affirming this principle a little earlier he writes, “The 
social represents not a mean but a mediation between the individual and the political, so that the 
individual’s essential communal dimension is primarily realized not in the political dimension of the state, 
but in the public dimension of the social,” Ellacuría, 281, Brockman S.J, 79. It should be noted that 
Ellacuría’s skepticism about the state in favor of social movements in the late 1970s and 1980s was 
extraordinarily prophetic at the time, even in El Salvador where the left and indeed many in the popular 
movements saw revolution primarily in terms of the transfer of state power. Significant in González’s 
article, “Orden mundial y liberación, ECA, No. 549, (1994), 629-652, are the questions he continues to 
raise about the West’s obsession with the state, with all the principal economic models: liberal, modernist 
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Finally, Ellacuría’s civilization of poverty bears a cultural dimension as well. He 
writes, 
The consumer cultural order is a product of the consumer economic order. Hence 
it is not adequate for mobilizing a civilization of poverty which must also have its 
corresponding cultural development. The cultural tradition will not be enlarged 
through constant entertainment changes. To confuse being entertained with being 
happy favors and promotes the consumption of products by inducing needs in the 
market-place, but at the same time revealing and inducing the greatest inner 
emptiness. The civilization of poverty, far from being consumerist and activist in 
the cultural sphere, tends to further what is natural and to strengthen 
contemplative and communicative attitudes more than those that in some cases 
are activist-consumerist and in others purely passive-receptive.
260
 
In arguing thus, what drives Ellacuría is the passion for a culture that liberates; 
that liberates from ignorance, from fear, from pressures from within and without in the 
search for a fuller truth and a more fulfilling reality.”261 It would also be a culture that 
points toward persons, communities, peoples and nations as they construct in a creative 
fashion their own identities, their own ways of being. For Ellacuría all these initiatives 
constitute a challenge to the “tremendous cultural imposition” from powerful centers that 
homogenize the world’s vision and values, keeping the majorities of Latin America and 
other continents alienated from understanding themselves and the world itself. What is 
clear then is the urgent priority for an end to those cultures of the elites marked by what 
                                                                                                                                                 
and dependency theory centered in it. Finally, this priority for the social correlates closely with the 
discussion of chapter 2, “One Universal History: Ritual and Its Role,” where I noted that the mutual 
identity of Jesus and the poor in progressive Catholicism leads not to resignation but to action on behalf of 
the suffering majorities where the poor themselves are shapers of a new just order,  restructuring the world, 
projecting a new society. 
260 Ibid., Ellacuría, 287, Brockman S.J., 84. I have altered some of Brockman’s translation so as to 
reflect the Spanish slightly more accurately. 
261 Ibid., Ellacuría, 288, my translation. 
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Ellacuría refers to as “much form and little life,”262 in favor of one where “all…and not 
just a few, have life and have it in abundance.”263 That said, Ellacuría is clear that none of 
this can occur solely through reform. Indeed such change can only happen through 
revolution; but revolution from the perspective of liberation not mere liberalization. Only 
in this way can common evil be transcended and the common good built for the 
majorities.
264
 
In this extended chapter I have sought progressively to reveal Ellacuria’s 
extraordinarily rich and complex appropriation of Zubiri’s thought in the light of El 
Salvador’s heart-breaking historical reality. In so doing I have underscored how he gives 
priority to philosophy’s capacity to hear the cry of historical reality so that philosophy 
may serve as an intentional mechanism in illuminating and transforming it. 
My analysis has followed three stages, moving from the more abstract to the more 
concrete, from the more theoretical to the more practical, from the more implicitly 
Christian to the more explicitly Christian. The first stage focused upon Ellacuría’s 
discussion of a philosophy of historical reality, explaining the structure and material 
grounds of such reality and the place of the human being within it: in effect something 
that approaches an intra-historical metaphysics. Pivotal to this discussion was the 
dynamic thrust of reality, including its ascending nature toward becoming ‘more’ and the 
place of human praxis in “the creation of this ‘plus’ of reality,” toward this ‘more’. 
                                                 
262 Ibid., 289, my translation. 
263 Ibid., 289, my translation. 
264 Ibid., 285. 
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The second stage focused upon a philosophy of liberation in historical reality 
marked by the first step of a political philosophy where history is understood as 
revelatory of reality and the second, a more full-blown philosophy of liberation, directed 
to a liberative historical and concrete praxis from the perspective of the majorities. 
Pivotal to his political philosophy is the manner in which it serves as the means to 
critically assess, through the method of historicization, those abstract ideologized claims 
invariably made by human knowing: “knowing that confronts us with nothing given the 
appearance of reality, with lies given the appearance of truth, and with non-being given 
the appearance of being.”265 Still further, such critical assessment, I explained, is 
accompanied by the capacity for creative thought, which builds new theoretical 
paradigms beyond the old limits; and this from the perspective of the majorities, the place 
of greatest contradiction, the place where lies the cross. 
Finally, fundamental to his philosophy of liberation was the concrete application 
of the method of historicization to one unitary world marked by the ambiguity of 
common evil and common good, where the dominant economic, social and cultural 
paradigm, the civilization of capital is incapable of real universalization. In keeping with 
his method, such criticism was matched by a creative alternative – the civilization of 
poverty – a model of praxis characterized by the principles of the universal satisfaction of 
basic needs, of increased shared solidarity, an order marked by the power of social groups 
                                                 
265 Ellacuría, “Función liberadora de la filosofía” in EP I, 101, my translation, first published in 
ECA, (Nos 435-436) 1985, 45-64. 
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and community enterprises in contrast to either state power or individualism ; and finally, 
contemplative and communicative attitudes in contrast to those of an activist-consumerist 
or purely passive-receptive character. Ellacuría summed it up in his last address in 
Barcelona on November 6
th
, 1989, 
There is much that remains to be done. Only in a utopian and hope-filled way can 
one believe and have the passion to attempt with all the poor and oppressed of the 
world to reverse history, to subvert it and to hurl it in another direction. But in this 
gigantic task, that which on another occasion I have called a co-prohistorical 
analysis – in other words the study of the dregs of our civilization – it seems to 
show that this civilization is gravely ill and that in order to avoid a fatal and 
ominous end, it is necessary to try to change it from within… Nourishing and 
provoking a collective consciousness for substantial changes is already in itself a 
first great step.
266
 
In this way Ellacuría’s philosophy becomes a potentially powerful tool in bearing 
the weight of reality in history. Nevertheless, this is not where the task ends, for as 
mentioned earlier in this chapter, philosophy – even authentic Christian philosophy which 
places itself at the service of the majorities in search of a truth that really liberates – still 
remains part of a genus that has been slow to respond to the drama of Latin America’s 
human suffering.
267
 For Ellacuría, it is theology grounded in the philosophical tenets just 
examined that assumes more immediate value. This is so given the deeply Christian 
character of the Latin American continent and that which he understood to be the priority 
of Christian theology’s task of historicization; the explanation and clarification of the 
                                                 
266 “El desafío de las mayorías populares” in EU, 301-302 (also in ET I, 359-360), my translation. 
267 Ellacuría, “Función liberadora” in EP I, 118. 
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necessary relationship between the history of salvation and salvation in and of history. It 
is to this that I now turn.
268
 
                                                 
268 Whitfield, Paying the Price, (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1994), 210. This idea of 
“salvation history is a salvation in history: was put forward in Ellacuría’s Freedom Made Flesh: The 
Mission of Christ and his Church (New York: Orbis-Maryknoll, 1976), 15, first published in Spanish as 
Teología política (San Salvador, Ediciones del Secretariado Social Interdiocesano, 1973). The first of the 
terms, salvation of history or salvation history refers to the salvific acts of God that are expressed 
programmatically in Israel’s Exodus and the acts of Jesus. The second, salvation in and of history refers in 
Ellacuría’s terminology to the assertion that salvation must be historical. In other words, for Ellacuría the 
point is not one of theology simply reciting the history of salvation in revelation, but rather that Christian 
theology itself must also be salvific. Burke S.J. states “It does not conceive a merely notional connection 
between the realm of God and the human world, but embodies a real, living connection. It cannot simply 
point to a salvation that occurred once and for all. Rather as the ideological moment of ecclesial praxis, it 
must embrace and practically mediate a salvation that is longed for and desperately needed right now. Nor 
can soteriology focus exclusively on a salvation that occurs ‘after’ or ‘beyond’ this life. It must seek to 
render a concrete account of Christian hope (1 Peter 3:15) that relates the eschatological fullness of 
salvation to its actualization in particular historical situations.” Burke S.J., “Christian Salvation and the 
Disposition of Transcendence,” in Love That Produces Hope, 170. 
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PART III: 
BEARING THE WEIGHT OF SALVATION IN HISTORY 
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CHAPTER SIX: 
THEOLOGY AS SOTERIOLOGY: 
THE REALIZATION OF THE REIGN OF GOD IN HISTORY 
The very concept of the reign of God is dynamic, equally 
historic and trans-historic. The reality of the reign of God 
implies in itself the problem of its realization. It is a reality 
in realization. The theological task then must directly 
confront that which is the realization of the reign of God. 
Upon theology’s object being the reign of God rather than 
God, its realization becomes decisive. 
Ignacio Ellacuría
1
 
Theology: from Abstraction to Historicization 
I have sought to demonstrate how Ellacuría challenges philosophy’s idealist 
abstracting tendencies, turning it through its historicization toward the purpose of 
transforming the situation of history’s suffering majorities.2 His analysis of Christian 
theology’s problem and correct function is not dissimilar. Like philosophy – even more 
so given its traditional metaphysical preoccupations that do not lend themselves to 
verification – theology is infamous for its abstraction and accompanying absolutist 
                                                 
1 Ellacuría, “La Teología como momento ideológico de la praxis eclesial” in ET I, 178, first 
published in Estudios eclesiásticos, No. 53 (1978), 457-476. 
2 See my treatment of philosophy’s own idealist tendencies in Chapter 5: the section “Philosophy 
of Politics and Political Philosophy,” which discusses the essential historicity of philosophy in general and 
political philosophy in particular, and “Political Philosophy as Ideological Moment of Praxis: Toward a 
Correct Historicization,” which discusses Ellacuría’s concern about the materialist conditions of objective 
knowledge, the problem of ideology’s promotion of abstraction, and the need for an anti-dote: namely 
liberative philosophy’s historicization. 
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tendencies.
3
 Indeedmore abstract and detached from reality the more absolute it appears. 
For this reason, he contends, 
The location of both theological reflection and the theological product is 
frequently forgotten in the concrete context of the historical reality that surrounds 
it. The old pretension about theology as absolute and supreme knowledge above 
the historical vicissitudes of other knowledge and praxis continues to be 
entertained. For example it is both thought and practiced, although nowadays less 
so, that St Thomas’ work can be assumed as the definitive theological text, 
covering in the fundamentals all that ‘dogmatically’ it is necessary to know. 
According to this way of thinking theology would amount to a pure theoretical 
knowing about non-changeable realities, and therefore, it would have little to do 
with history.”4 
But it is not as if this idealist, abstracting tendency with its accompanying 
absolutist pretensions, is reserved only to those who subscribe to Thomistic 
fundamentalism. In fact, contends Ellacuría, it extends to all theological approaches, even 
to those that while acknowledging the practical end of the theological enterprise fail to 
take seriously either the implications of such intentionality or theology’s determining 
conditions themselves.
5
 The concrete results of such abstraction he underscores precisely 
and effectively in writing, 
                                                 
3 He writes, “When all is said and done, it is necessary to recognize that in the area of theological 
affirmations, we find that many of them are at least apparently unverifiable and therefore disposed to 
disfigurations and manipulations not always conscious. Many theologies in effect are centered in especially 
‘metaphysical’ themes, the same themes that the Kantian critique separated from scientific knowledge 
(God, the soul and eternal life, the world as totality); the same themes that insist upon the impossibility of 
the experience of grace and the super-natural and that absolutize and transcendentalize even the historical. 
And this in such a manner that history is left on the margins of any verification,” “La Teología como 
momento ideológico de la praxis ecclesial,” in ET I, 165-166, my translation. 
4 Ibid., 164, my translation. 
5 The issue of determining conditions and interests, he notes, vary enormously. For example they 
can be as vague as theology’s essential truth, or as explicit as, “monarchical organization of the Church,” 
its “granite-like unity,” its “disciplined” by which he implies forced “submission,” and finally, a 
“determined socio-political order.” He continues that “Theological reflection remains fundamentally 
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The most abstract affirmations are quite capable of becoming at times the 
religious expression of a situation, the truth of which is anything but religious. 
Religious discourse can be a mystification of economic and political discourse, 
and this not just when it makes a fetish of given historical realities, making of 
them divine or diabolical things, but even when it supposedly speaks of no more 
than God and the divine.”6 
With these words, Ellacuría opens the door to the way in which theology through 
its abstraction carries ideological baggage in like manner to philosophy. In pursuing this, 
he points not only to the interested appropriation of theology by the church, but by forces 
and institutions beyond it. Such appropriation, he argues, when exercised by political and 
social conservatives, usually carries the pretense that they are reclaiming the theological 
                                                                                                                                                 
configured by these practical interests, as much in the choice of themes and their corresponding exclusion, 
as the manner of focusing upon them and developing them,” ibid., my translation. In my suggestion that 
theology is no different to philosophy or indeed anything else that is prone to abstraction and 
absolutization, we really return to the underlying issue of human intelligence and its “interested” form 
where in its interpretive and still more in its projective and praxic character it is conditioned by the 
historical world in which it exists  and where it has not only a social origin but also a social destination.In 
other words interest forms a considerable, perhaps the greater part of its content and tasks. What then is 
crucial is that theology itself, like human knowing does not fall into a naïve ‘unknowing,’ “into dark 
ideologizations,” but remains acutely aware of its own context. 
6 Ellacuría, “La Teología como momento ideológico de la praxis eclesial” in ET I, 166, my 
translation. A transparent example of such mystification of the political is explained by Georges Casalis in 
his article, “Jesús:ni vencido ni monarca celestial,” in José Miguez Bonino ed., Jesús:ni vencido ni 
monarca celestial (Buenos Aires, Tierra Nueva, 1977), 119-125. Casalis writes of the “Suffering Christ” (el 
Cristo sufriente) and “Christ, the heavenly Fernando” (Cristo, un Fernando celestial) as Christological 
paradigms that mystify both poverty and power. In speaking of the suffering Christ, he refers to the image 
of the “Contemptible Lord” in Monserrat, Bogotá. He writes, “When the people pray before these images 
or venerate them, when they are engraved into their spirit through a whole lifetime of submissive pedagogy 
and passive practice, it is clear that they find in these images their own destiny…This contemptible Jesus is 
no more in effect than the representation of the conquered Indian, of the universal poor, for which since 
Cortes, nothing has changed.” In speaking of “Christ, the heavenly Fernando,” Casalis refers to how Christ 
has been represented as a heavenly Fernando of Aragon. But equally if Christ is perceived as such, the 
earthly Fernando serves as the authentic royal deputy. In and through these particular metaphors, he argues, 
poverty and power have been mystified in Latin American history. See pages 120-122. My own comment 
regarding this matter is that mystification is always potentially ambiguous: it may equally also serve as a 
means to greater social solidarity with and amongst the poor. Granted this may be less frequent or indeed of 
lesser weight in the scheme of things, but it does most certainly occur. See Juan van Kessel, MSF, “Mitos 
de origen de los santuarios marianos de Tarapacá, Chile” in Reflexión y Liberación, No.9, (marzo-abril-
mayo, 1991), 57-63, Santiago de Chile. 
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tradition in its purity, whereas the charge against progressives is that the theological 
tradition is being skewed, willfully misinterpreted. Accordingly, conservatives, he 
contends, see themselves as “verticalists,’ but deem progressives to be mere 
“horizontalists.” In the light of this, he adds with barely controlled furor, 
We are fed up with seeing the political use of verticalisms. All this must make one 
suspicious that there is no theological product that is historically and politically 
neutral. The theologian therefore, must ask who and what behaviors his reflection 
favors or who finds it to their liking. It is in any case striking, to say the least, that 
the politically and economically conservative parties assume under their own 
banner a religion in principle as subversive as the Christian, but… the most 
wealthy and powerful do not feel violently questioned by the Christian 
message…Even though the most creative theologies habitually and thoughtfully 
try to critically overcome this problem, there are still many operative theologies 
that do not take this into consideration and that continue in an interested manner 
to affirm the existence of reason that is purely theological.
7
 
In sum then, theology appears no less vulnerable to abstraction and ideologization 
than other disciplines. But does not Ellacuría miss something here? Is not theology 
grounded after all in transcendent revelation? Moreover, does not theology find its 
guarantor in the magisterium of the church, the body of Christ? Do not these facts offer 
theology a longed-for absoluteness, or at least a peculiar objectivity beyond the 
ambiguities of historical contingency? To this, as could be expected, Ellacuría 
resoundingly answers no. In the first instance, revelation is historical even in its very 
structure, so that it can never be simply reduced to a single or univocal sense among 
                                                 
7 Ellacuría, “La Teología como momento ideológico de la praxis eclesial” in ET I, 167, my 
translation. 
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changing situations and contexts.
8
 In the second instance, in its delivery and even more in 
its reception (in terms of the selection of themes within the range of revelation), 
revelation cannot escape history. But if revelation cannot escape history, even less so can 
the magisterium, since it too is subject to historical conditioning, even in its “supreme 
moments,” as it claims and seeks abstract objectivity and consistency in its teaching.9 
How then to confront and manage theology’s abstracting, absolutizing, and 
ideologizing tendencies? In a similar way to the manner in which Ellacuría historicizes 
philosophy, theology is turned to consciously practical and liberative ends. It may be 
remembered that in Chapter Five I referred to Ellacuría’s understanding of philosophy as 
the ideological or theoretical moment of historical praxis.
10
 Likewise, Ellacuría 
understands theology as the ideological or theoretical moment of ecclesial praxis. 
Accordingly he avers, 
Establishing theology as a moment of ecclesial praxis underscores the fact that the 
theological enterprise is not an autonomous theoretical undertaking, but rather an 
element within a broader structure. Ecclesial praxis is taken here in the broad 
sense that includes every historical undertaking of the church, understood as a 
community of human beings that in one way or another attains the reign of God. 
                                                 
8 This is precisely the point of J. Severino Croatto’s book, Liberación y libertad: pautas 
hermenéuticas (Lima, Peru, Centro de estudios y publicaciones, 1978), in English as Exodus, A 
Hermeneutics of Freedom (New York, Maryknoll-Orbis, 1981), especially Chapters 1 and 2. Severino 
Croatto explores with extraordinary creativity the multi-layered meanings behind the Exodus, through the 
concept of its “reservoir-of-meaning,” subsequently applying the event to Old and New Testaments alike. 
9 Balance needs to be maintained here: that is, theology is never totally relativized, not even the 
believer’s acceptance, or indeed theological reflection itself. The point rather is to avoid falling into 
evaluative naiveties. Accordingly, “Nada de esto se relativiza absolutemente,” Ellacuría, “La Teología 
como momento ideológico de la praxis eclesial” in ET I, 166. 
10 Behind this remains the suspicion about the material conditions of objective knowledge; that 
knowledge is not absolute. See chapter 5,  “Philosophy and philosophies: priority for historical intelligence 
conditioned by politics”. 
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This latter term, the reign of God, is chosen so as to stress the dimension of 
praxis; that is of transformative action that falls to the church in its historical 
pilgrimage.
11
 
So, theology is potentially saved from abstraction and its potential ideologization 
through its fundamental reference to historical ecclesial praxis where the theological task 
is particularized in the praxis of the church
.12
 However, there is more here, since not only 
does the reign of God underscore the centrality of praxis for theology, but implied in the 
reference to the reign of God is theology’s own challenge to ecclesial praxis not to be just 
any praxis, but to be precisely that of the reign itself. Lassalle-Klein explains it as that 
point where theology assumes a crucial role in “conceptualizing and grounding what 
Christians generally believe is in fact a transcendent dimension of the historical reality 
and praxis of the church.”13 In speaking thus there is a pointer to the tangibly salvific 
function of theology, something Burke expands upon in another context when he 
registers the Ellacurían point that theology is not simply about “reciting salvation 
history”14 but instead being salvific itself, not just preoccupying itself with the mere 
                                                 
11 Ellacuría, “La Teología como momento ideológico de la praxis eclesial” in ET I, 167-168. I 
have assumed Lassalle-Klein’s translation here, “Ignacio Ellacuría’s Debt to Xavier Zubiri,” in Love That 
Produces Hope, 111. 
12 Lassalle-Klein confirms this in his appropriation of Ellacuría, “…‘it relativizes ‘theology’s 
ancient claim to being an idealist, absolute and supreme form of knowledge that stands above the historical 
vicissitudes of other forms of knowledge and praxis’,” ibid., Lassalle-Klein’s translation of Ellacuría, “La 
teología como momento ideológico de la praxis eclesial” in ET I, 164. 
13 Lassalle-Klein, ibid. 
14 Burke S.J., “Christian Salvation and the Disposition of Transcendence: Ignacio Ellacuría’s 
Historical Soteriology” in Love That Produces Hope, 170. 
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“notional connection between (my italics) the realm of God and the human world,”15 but 
rather embodying “a real living connection”16 between both. To this end Burke writes, 
It (theology) cannot simply point to a salvation that occurred once and for all. 
Rather as the ideological moment of ecclesial praxis, it must embrace and 
practically mediate a salvation that is longed for and desperately needed right now. 
Nor can soteriology focus exclusively on a salvation that occurs ‘after’ or ‘beyond’ 
this life. It must seek to render a concrete account of Christian hope (1 Peter 3:15) 
that relates the eschatological fullness of salvation to its actualization in particular 
historical situations.
17
 
In sum then theology is saved from its own abstraction and potential 
ideologization by its fundamental reference to ecclesial praxis. But in turn, theology 
saves ecclesial praxis to be more: to discern its proper place, to be historically salvific, to 
be of the reign of God where the truth of God’s salvific will is never permitted to be 
imprisoned in injustice (Romans 1:18).
18
 
There is then in the theological task, a correlate of the philosophical one, as set 
out in Chapter Five: namely a depth reading of historical reality directed toward 
liberative ends, an intensification of reality toward “the more.” But in contrast to the 
philosophical which speaks in terms of an intra-historical metaphysics, the theological 
product is expressed in terms of a historical soteriology: one grounded in the reign of 
                                                 
15 Ibid. 
16 Ibid. 
17 Ibid. 
18 For this idea of the truth of God’s salvation always potentially imprisoned by injustice, see 
chapter 5, n.190. What needs to be recalled here is that injustice as salvation’s opponent is the fruit of sin, 
but sin construed not so much as transgression but as the lie. This takes the discussion back to the power of 
ideology which is really the political version of the lie and philosophy’s critical function in exposing the 
power of ideologization. 
332 
 
God and directed to an ecclesial praxis for history’s crucified; one where the concrete 
historical signs of the reign are actually generated in history. It is to this historical 
soteriology that I now turn. 
Theology as Grounded Historical Soteriology 
In Chapter Five’s discussion of Ellacuría’s philosophy of historical reality, I 
referred to reality’s structure, history’s materiality, the human, and in the light of the 
human being’s encounter with reality and the demands or imperatives reality places upon 
her, the ground for a possibility for ethics.
19
 In that latter discussion, I underscored that 
Ellacuría understands these “practical imperatives” as a precise threefold structure in 
keeping with the structural unity within the human being. Central to these was the 
Spanish noun cargo meaning a burden, a duty or load. Accordingly the encounter with 
real things in reality, involves, it may be remembered, “realizing the weight of reality” (el 
hacerse cargo de la realidad), referred to as the noetic; “shouldering the weight of reality” 
(el cargar con la realidad), referred to as the ethical; and “taking charge of the weight of 
reality” (el encargarse de la realidad), referred to as praxis. Of equal significance and of 
especial importance in this chapter, is that this grounded structure of the human encounter 
with reality also constitutes the framework for Ellacuría’s theological method: theology 
as notional, theology as ethical, and theology as praxic.
20
 In essence then, Ellacuría uses 
                                                 
19 Chapter 5, “The Ethical Challenge: Toward Liberation.”. 
20 Ellacuría, “Hacia una fundamentación del método teológico latinoamericano” in ET I, 187-218, 
esp.208, originally published in ECA No.322-323, 1975, 409-425. See as above, chapter 5, “The Ethical 
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the philosophical framework that has been examined in Chapter Five to construct a 
theological method that reflects the encounter between sentient intelligence and historical 
reality, a method that takes intra-mundane reality seriously but which insists that reality 
carries a “theologal” dimension in which the radically transcendent God remains actively 
engaged within the world. Accordingly, in pursuing this, each stage of the encounter with 
real things carries a theological twist. At the level of the noetic or notional – “realizing 
the weight of reality” – where sentient intelligence apprehends what reality is and what it 
demands, theological activity involves discernment of the so-called graced or salvific 
aspect of reality, as well as the sinful. Lee puts it well in saying, 
It involves elaborating the revealed truths of the Christian faith in, not opposed to, 
historical reality. This does not imply a reduction of those truths, but a view of 
transcendence in history. As such, it not only identifies reality as created, but also 
as hoping for salvation. Naming the sin of the world, accounting for its pernicious 
effects, and discerning the steps toward liberation from this sin in its removal 
from reality represent the other side of realizing the weight of reality.
21
 
At the second level of the human engagement with reality, the ethical correlate of 
the notional – “shouldering the weight of reality” – requires from the theological 
perspective a preferential option for the poor, where one locates oneself in the place that 
affords greatest access to the real.
22
 This option for the poor, rests, as explained in 
                                                                                                                                                 
Challenge: Toward Liberation.” Burke S. J., “Christian Salvation and the Disposition of Transcendence: 
Ignacio Ellacuría’s Historical Soteriology” in Love That Produces Hope, 171 and The Ground Beneath the 
Cross, chapter 4, “Foundations of Theological Method,” 99-120. 
21 Lee, Bearing the Weight of Salvation: The Soteriology of Ignacio Ellacuría (New York: Herder 
& Herder, Crossroad Publishing, 2009), 48, hereafter Bearing the Weight of Salvation. 
22 This theological option evokes the philosophical dimension discussed in chapter 5, “Political 
philosophy as ideological moment of praxis: toward a correct historicization.” Just as for theology where 
the location is the “preferential option for the poor, greatest access to the real”, so it was in chapter 5 for 
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Chapter Two’s discussion of progressive Catholicism, in the incarnation, ministry, and 
passion of Jesus Christ. For Ellacuría, as for progressive Catholicism, the telling of the 
story about Jesus risks the persistent danger of excessive spiritualization, where the 
historical is diminished or disappears altogether. Hence, Ellacuría lends particular 
emphasis to the historical quality of Jesus’ ministry and passion as the model for the 
Christian’s shouldering of reality’s weight. Moreover, Ellacuría’s insists that there is a 
real historical continuation of Jesus’ own crucifixion in the contemporary crucifixion of 
the poor of the world. Through their shouldering of reality’s weight, through bearing the 
sins of the world, these poor invite others to shoulder the very same weight in the hope of 
radical renewal, of resurrection. In serving this function, these very same people become 
the principle of salvation for the world. 
At the third level of human engagement with reality, the praxic – taking charge of 
the weight of reality” – the theological correlate for what we saw in philosophy as 
reality’s transformation through action,23 points to conversion, prophecy, and discipleship. 
Moreover this discipleship, as explained in Chapter Two’s discussion of progressive 
                                                                                                                                                 
philosophy. For both theology and philosophy - important as they are -  mere changes in either does not 
mean changes in real conditions. Rather, when it comes to the liberation of the poor majorities, social 
forces not simply pure ideas constitute the power behind transformation. In keeping with this, liberative 
theology and philosophy’s necessary place – that is from where they are done (desde donde) – needs to be 
where reality is at its most intense, at its “ultimate,” in “the ground where stands the principal 
contradiction. “ At this location both become not just effective but true in the sense that they both challenge 
the power of ideologized and ideologizing conceptualizations that distort the truth about reality through the 
advancement of self and group interest at the expense of the community as a whole; especially the poor 
majorities. 
23 See chapter 5, “The Ethical Challenge: Toward Liberation.” For Ellacuría, it should be 
remembered that praxis amounts to the human appropriation of possibilities where history is both created 
and shaped dynamically and characterized by liberation. It includes diverse human activity, whether 
speculative, social, aesthetic, religious or technical.” 
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Catholicism, entails martyrdom.
24
 For Ellacuría however, as Lee notes, there is 
something else; for in the work of creating reality as it really should be, in “taking charge 
of reality” Ellacuría is no mere “contemporary Pelagian.”25 On the contrary, he “views 
the taking charge of reality’s weight as a sacramental participation in the life-giving 
Trinitarian presence in the world.”26 
A final word, at this juncture needs to be added to ensure clarity about these three 
aspects of theology and their relationship. It is important not to conceive of them as in 
any way sequentially ordered, with the notional preceding the ethical and likewise the 
ethical, praxis or indeed the reverse; beginning with praxis, moving to the ethical and 
then finally conceptualizing the faith. Rather, at every step, Ellacuría sees each involving 
the others, so that the theological process is one that is always integrated, simply because 
the human encounter with historical reality is an integral one, where encountering reality 
through intelligibility, ethical appreciation and praxis, merge. 
The Notional: Theology as Reflection on the Reign of God 
In developing an understanding of the notional or conceptual dimension of 
Ellacuría’s historical soteriology, what is pivotal is discussion of the issue of 
transcendence in history: as Burke puts it, “how to construe the disposition of 
                                                 
24 See chapter 2, “A Martyrial Ethic of and for the Reign of God.” 
25 Lee, Bearing the Weight of Salvation, 49. 
26 Ibid. Later I shall take-up this point of the life-giving Trinitarian presence in the world under the 
term plasmación, under the title, “God Transcendent in History: The ‘Theologal’.” 
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transcendence toward human reality.”27 I have used the term “issue” advisedly, in as 
much as this matter served as the ‘lightning rod’ during the 1970s and 1980s for 
passionate criticism of liberation theology as it unfolded in Latin America. In the first 
section, I shall discuss the nature of the problem, returning in part to retrieve some of the 
strands of Chapter Two’s analysis of El Salvador’s progressive Catholicism of the period, 
and then reflect upon the responses of the Vatican through the instances of the 
International Theological Commission and the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith. 
In the second section, I shall follow on with an explanation of Ellacuría’s response to the 
aforementioned theological problem, summed-up in the precept, “transcendence in, not 
out of history.” Here I shall initially return to take-up some of the strands of Chapter 
Five’s analysis of Ellacuría’s discussion of the human being immersed, realized and 
ultimately transcendent in historical reality. Secondly, I shall proceed to his discussion of 
God transcendent in history, grounded in Zubiri’s concept of the theologal. Thirdly, I 
shall focus upon the implication of both human and divine transcendence in history: 
namely the conceptualization of history as one, where salvation history is also salvation 
in history. Finally, I turn to sin’s and salvation’s historicization. 
                                                 
27 Burke S. J., “Christian Salvation and the Disposition of Transcendence: Ignacio Ellacuría’s 
Historical Soteriology” in Love That Produces Hope, 169. 
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The Problem: Transcendence and Historical Reality 
El Salvador’s Progressive Catholicism re-visited 
In Chapter Two I pursued the question of the theological foundations and ethics 
of El Salvador’s progressive Catholicism. This included those currents of pastoral action 
and theological thought that resisted the intolerable oppression imposed by the various 
oligarchies of the period, and that ultimately led, less than a decade apart, to the deaths of 
both Archbishop Oscar Romero and Ellacuría himself. In that discussion I aimed to 
explain three fundamental things: first, the broad influence of Vatican II, second its 
specific effects upon Latin American Catholicism, and third, the essential character of 
Salvadoran progressive Catholicism. With regard to Vatican II, I underscored the Pastoral 
Constitution on the Church in the Modern World, Gaudium et Spes (Joy and Hope) that 
connected in a quite new way the church’s mission and social vision. It was, I pointed out, 
Vatican II that proclaimed the reign of God as pertaining to the right ordering of the 
social and economic order, affecting and co-penetrating every dimension of human life 
(GS 40-42). 
Now Vatican II, Euro-centric as it was, had, I suggested, tremendous ‘knock-on’ 
effects for Latin American Catholicism as reflected in the Latin American Episcopal 
Conferences of Medellín (1968) and Puebla (1979). Central to both these conferences, 
was the crucial but problematic soteriological question of the relationship between 
salvation and historical liberations. I noted in bringing these concepts together, that 
Medellín spoke about “integral salvation,” explained as “the profound unity which exists 
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between God’s plan of salvation realized in Christ and the aspirations of people, between 
the history of salvation and human history…, between the supernatural gifts of charism 
and human values.”28 Puebla, a decade later, amidst increased social tensions in Latin 
America and rancor within the Latin American church, deepened Medellín’s direction in 
three ways: through the germination of what could be called a theology of history, taking 
seriously the ultimacy of social, political and economic events in the unraveling of God’s 
history (P. 30); through the continued commitment to integral salvation, terming it 
however “integral liberation”; and through the vigorous promotion of the preferential 
option for the poor and the central place of the CEB’s in calling the church to a deeper 
understanding of its own nature and mission.
29
 
Finally, Salvadoran progressive Catholicism not only reflected these trends, but 
quite possibly influenced them in conjunction with progressive movements in the rest of 
Latin America. This was especially so with regard to its conception of the unity of sacred 
                                                 
28 Medellín, Catechesis 4. 
29 The significance of Puebla’s insights in1979 cannot be under-estimated given that the Vatican 
encyclical “On Evangelization in, the Modern World” (Evangelii nuntiandi), released on December 8th, 
1975 and the International Theological Commission’s “Declaration on Human Development and Christian 
Salvation,” released in September 1977, never arrived at the point where they could speak positively of the 
relationship between historical liberation and salvation. The former said, The Church …has the duty to 
proclaim the liberation of millions of human beings, many of whom are her own children, the duty of 
assisting the birth of this liberation, of giving witness to it, of ensuring that it is complete. This is not 
foreign to evangelization,” my italics, (EN 30). It may be that I am being too harsh regarding Evangelii 
nuntiandi, for Dean Brackley writes, probably with justification, that “EN took a major step forward by 
legitimating a pregnant and original concept of Medellín,” Brackley, Divine Revolution: Salvation and 
Liberation in Catholic Thought (New York, Maryknoll, Orbis, 1996), 7, hereafter Divine Revolution. The 
latter, the International Theological Commission’s “Declaration on Human Development and Christian 
Salvation,” while quite sensitive to the position of liberation theology, nevertheless only concluded the 
need for more research, “The unifying connection and this difference in the relationship between human 
development and Christian salvation in their existential shape indeed demand further serious research; and 
this surely has a high priority among the tasks of today’s theology.” Alfred T. Hennelly, ed. Liberation 
Theology: A Documentary History (New York: Maryknoll, Orbis, 1990), 214, hereafter LibTDoc. 
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and current history as one history, where through the celebration of liturgy such as the 
Eucharist and the vía crucis, history is experienced as shot through with divine 
significance.
30
 Moreover, I pointed out that through these same liturgical and ritualistic 
rhythms, progressive Catholicism celebrated the conviction that the poor assume a 
                                                 
30 The emphasis upon the relationship liberation-salvation is also a central component of 
considerable liberation scholarly work, including that of Gustavo Gutiérrez, Leonardo Boff and his brother 
Clodovis Boff. I have emphasized the discussion of popular progressive Catholicism in Salvador largely 
because of Ellacuría’s location. Even so the following brief points regarding Gutiérrez and Clodovis Boff 
merit mention because of their differences. In his Theology of Liberation, Gutiérrez speaks of three inter-
penetrating levels of meaning of liberation: liberation as the hope of oppressed peoples to be free of those 
economic, social and political conditions that generate death; liberation as human realization in history 
which assumes qualitative measures rather than just the quantitative of the first definition. At this second 
level, the role of philosophy is crucial, he concedes, in that the utopian imagination is let loose. The third 
level involves communion with God and other human beings, usually suggested by the term ‘salvation.’ At 
this level the obstacle to such salvation is sin. What is noteworthy regarding his use of the term is the 
manner in which he refuses to de-historicize or make it abstract. In keeping with what we have seen about 
Salvadoran grass-roots progressive Catholicism, “there are not two histories, one profane and one sacred, 
‘juxtaposed’ or ‘closely linked’. Rather there is one human destiny irreversibly assumed by Christ, the Lord 
of history,” Theology of Liberation (New York: Maryknoll Orbis, 1998), 86. The manner in which 
Gutiérrez articulates his understanding of liberation, impedes a mere reductionism of salvation to socio-
economic liberation on the one hand, while on the other guarding against any abstraction of salvation in 
ahistorical terms. Boff’s treatment of salvation-liberation is quite different in the light of his differentiation 
of two theologies, with which by the way, Ellacuría passionately disagrees. These two theologies are 
“Theology I” that treats specific religious realities such as God, creation, Christ and grace, while “Theology 
II” deals with so-called secular realities such as culture, sexuality and history. For Boff, the connection 
between the two, despite their difference of the area of theologizing or theologizandum, is that of 
pertinence: the theologizans. In essence the two theologies share a ratio formalis. Even so, for Boff 
Theology II requires certain mediations to be worked through before any real conclusions can be drawn .In 
the case of liberation, as a theologizandum for Theology II the term cannot be directly equated with 
salvation from Theology I. Before asserting any equivalence, the term “liberation” would have to be 
understood through three central mediations: socio-analytic, hermeneutic and practical. Boff questions 
Gutiérrez’s interpretation, referring to it as the “Chalcedonian” model and charging that the answer has 
already been decided from the beginning in a determinative fashion, since it remains at too abstract a level 
to genuinely take into account concrete situations. For Boff, to ascribe anything more to liberation than 
historical materiality, as does Gutiérrez, and presumably Ellacuría, would be a mystification. See Clodovis 
Boff, Theology and Praxis: Epistemological Foundations, (New York, Maryknoll, Orbis, 1987), 86f. On 
the question of salvation and liberation and the Chalcedonian model see Clodovis and Leonardo Boff, 
Salvation and Liberation: In Search of a Balance between Faith and Politics (New York, Maryknoll, Orbis 
and Melbourne, Dove, 1984), especially chapter 2, “Integral Liberation and Partial Liberations,” 14-66. 
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positive identity and dignity through Jesus, as well as furnishing an understanding of the 
violence to which they are subject and because of which they are “martyred.”31 
Now, quite clearly, as described and analyzed in Chapter Two, progressive 
Catholicism in El Salvador was not without its enemies, not without its detractors, hence 
the conflict and ensuing bloodshed. But opposition of a different order also ensued – 
more broad, more cerebral, more polite
32
 – its most significant and consistent exponent, 
being the Vatican.
33
 Furthermore, while the debate was both expansive and nuanced, the 
                                                 
31 The term martyrdom, it may be remembered, is one that is not without its problems. For 
discussion of the debate see chapter 2 “A Martyrial Ethic of and for the Reign of God.” 
32 Blood was not spilt but lives were irrevocably changed, relationships broken and people 
betrayed. I was well aware of this within Chile where theologians like Ronaldo Muñoz had to contend with 
a hostile diocese and hierarchy. Of course there was the well-known case of Leonardo Boff who finally 
resigned from the Franciscans under great duress. See Harvey Cox, The Silencing of Leonardo Boff: The 
Vatican and the Future of World Christianity (Oak Park, Illinois: Meyer Stone, 1988). In a discussion I had 
with José Míguez Bonino, the Argentinean Methodist liberation theologian in 2002 at Harvard where he 
was teaching for a semester – I had met him earlier in the 1980s in Concepción, Chile and Buenos Aires, 
Argentina – we talked about the Boff incident as well as others. We found the ‘rough and tumble’ of the 
academic/theological conflicts of the period both fascinating and disturbing. A mild-mannered man, he said 
to me, “If you think we Protestants play hard, think again!” Miguez, as his friends referred to him, died 
after a long illness in June 2012. 
33 See Hennelly, LibTDoc, which includes a range of significant pieces in the liberation theology 
debate. Especially useful are, “Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith: ‘Instruction on Certain Aspects 
of the ‘Theology of Liberation,’” (Vatican City, August 6th, 1984), 393-414; Leonardo Boff, “Vatican 
Instruction Reflects European Mind-Set” (August 31,1984), 419-424 and Gustavo Gutiérrez, “Criticism 
Will Deepen, Clarify Liberation Theology” (September 14, 1984), 419-424.Two other statements also 
served to garner support for the contending viewpoints: that from the progressive theological publication 
Concilium, actually published prior to the release of the “Instruction” titled, “Statement of Solidarity with 
Liberation Theologians” (June 24, 1984), 390-392 and another from the conservative Communio, the Latin 
American edition, in the “Declaration of Los Andes” (July 1985), nearly 12 months after the release of the 
“Instruction.” This latter piece was fruit of a meeting in the township of Los Andes, some few kilometers 
from Santiago, Chile. This occurred during the period of my work in Chile and the political ripples of the 
declaration were felt deeply as the Pinochet regime used it for its own ends. 
Lee quite rightly notes that three people were of especial importance with regard to the Vatican’s 
concerns about liberation theology. These were, Bonaventura Kloppenburg, a Brazilian Franciscan who 
was opposed to the ecclesiology ‘from below’ that characterized liberation thought. Indeed it was generally 
held that what led to Leonardo Boff’s demise was his defense of such ecclesiology, in particular from his 
book, Eclesiogénesis: Las comunidades de base reinventan la iglesia,(Santander, Spain, Editorial Sal 
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differences came to be expressed overwhelmingly in soteriological terms. To a significant 
degree, this occurred because of Rome’s profound suspicion of and discomfort with 
liberation theology’s appropriation of Marxist categories, leading to the charge of 
reductionism: specifically the reduction of Christian salvation to the level of historical 
expressions of social, economic and political liberation.
34
 As indicated earlier, here I turn 
to two important instances of the Vatican’s response: the International Theological 
                                                                                                                                                 
Terrae, 1984), in English, Ecclesiogenesis: The Base Communities Reinvent the Church, (London: Collins, 
1986). The two other colorful key figures in influencing the Vatican’s response were the Belgian Jesuit, 
Roger Vekemans and Latin America’s most strident Episcopal opponent to liberation thought, Cardinal 
Alfonso López Trujillo. Vekemans, one who tended to attract strong reactions, was an early exponent of 
opposition to the emergence of liberation theology in the 1960s; see his, Teología de la liberación y 
Cristianos por el Socialismo (Bogota, CEDIAL, 1976). His early publication, God and Caesar: The 
Priesthood in Politics (New York, Maryknoll, Orbis, 1972) denounces liberation theology as political 
“horizontalism.” In this connection see Ellacuría’s comments, this chapter, 3-4. Accusations against 
Vekemans have never been lacking: see Enrique Dussel, De Medellín a Puebla (Mexico City, Editorial 
Edicol, 1979) where Dussel reflects upon apparent CIA funding of Vekemans through the DeRance 
Foundation, which for the record he was later accused of misspending. Gregory Baum, in “German 
Theologians and Liberation Theology” in Liberation Theology: A Documentary History, ed. Alfred T. 
Hennelly, 220-224, raises questions about Vekemans’ receipt of monies from the German bishops Adveniat 
Fund. Trujillo for his part headed CELAM (Latin American Episcopal Conference) for a number of years: 
see my comments, chapter 2, 9-10. His most credible critique of liberation thought is De Medellín a Puebla 
(Madrid, Biblioteca de Autores Cristianos, 1980). An earlier piece that tends to the vociferous is Liberation 
or Revolution (Huntington, IN: Our Sunday Visitor, 1977). There are a number of pieces published and 
translated into English that give a broad sense of the unease about liberation thought: amongst them 
include, James V. Schall S.J., Liberation Theology in Latin America, (San Francisco, Ignatius Press, 1982), 
perhaps the most notable article here is Hans Urs von Balthasar, “Liberation Theology in the Light of 
Salvation History,” 131-146; Juan Gutiérrez González, MSPS, “The New Libertarian Gospel: Pitfalls of the 
Theology of Liberation,” trans. Paul Burns (Chicago, Ill, Franciscan Herald Press, 1977). For a fine 
estimate of liberation thought, see Arthur F. McGovern S.J., Liberation Theology and Its Critics: Toward 
an Assessment, (New York, Maryknoll, Orbis, 1989), hereafter, Liberation Theology and Its Critics. 
34 The preoccupation with Marxism and Rome’s analysis of its function in liberation theology in 
the ecclesial documents emanating from the CDF has not been convincing. This is so I suggest because 
Marxist thought was never treated with real nuance but rather in a broad typological fashion. This is one of 
the justified criticisms of Juan Luis Segundo, in his Teología de la liberación: Respuesta al Cardinal 
Ratzinger (Madrid, Ediciones Cristiandad, 1985) 21-33, 51-61 and Ellacuría in “Estudio teológico-pastoral 
de la ‘Instrucción sobre algunos aspectos de la teología de la liberación,” in ET I, 397-448, originally 
published in RLT 2, 1984, 145-178, hereafter RLT and reproduced in Misión Abierta I, 1985, 79-99. It is 
also the view of McGovern, ibid., 53-54, 58-61. 
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Commission (ITC) (September 1977) and the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith 
(CDF). 
The International Theological Commission (ITC) 
The response of the ITC to liberation theology was made up of four reports on a 
range of theological concerns: systematic by Hans Urs von Balthazar, biblical by Heinz 
Schürmann, ecclesiological by Olegario González de Cardedal and methodological and 
hermeneutical by Karl Lehmann – with Lehmann presiding. The Commission’s findings 
entitled “Human Development and Christian Salvation,” were moderate in nature, 
rejecting both monism and dualism: that salvation and secular history are identical or 
distinctly separate. In the Introduction, Lehmann demonstrates the awareness of the 
Commission’s membership as to the complexity and constant dynamism of the issues, 
The theological tendencies in question are many and varied, subject to enormous 
changes; there is constant self-correction; they are intimately linked with social 
and economic conditions and the political situation in the world in different 
geographical areas.
35
 
Additionally, the sensitivity of the Commission to the challenges of Latin 
American reality, in fact that of the Third world generally, is put movingly 
For Christians enlightened by the gospel, these ‘signs of the times’ are an 
exceptionally sharp stimulus to bend every effort in the name of Christian faith, to 
free their brothers and sisters from inhuman living conditions. This attention to 
                                                 
35 Karl Lehmann, Introduction to the International Theological Commission, “Human 
Development and Christian Salvation,” in James V. Schall ed., Liberation Theology in Latin America (San 
Francisco, Ignatius Press, 1982), 363. 
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the needy, this affinity with all the oppressed are singularly expressed and 
exemplified by the biblical words, “justice,” “liberation” , “hope” and “peace.”36 
But perhaps most compelling is the manner in which the Commission initially 
considered the relationship between secular history and salvation history, while also 
demonstrating a genuine openness to the place of action in good theology. In so asserting 
it said, 
Although secular history and salvation history should not be regarded as simply 
identical, still the relationship between the two is to be conceived in the first 
instance as a unity. Their distinction may not be extended to a dualism in which 
history and salvation would be represented as indifferent one to the other. In fact, 
human activity acquires an entirely new value in history, a theological value in 
that it builds up a more human society; for the construction of a just society is, in 
a sense, the inauguration of God’s kingdom in anticipation…This way of thinking 
contains many elements of great value; for it is indeed true that Christians should 
have a richer understanding of the total unity that their calling to salvation 
involves. Nor can we doubt that faith, in its Scriptural sense, can be fructified and 
perfected only by deeds.
37
 
Nevertheless with all its generosity and vision, the Commission makes it clear 
that its main concern about liberation theology is that of philosophical and theological 
reductionism. In entertaining this concern, it makes the point that for the Christian, 
politics cannot be the final ground that furnishes ultimate meaning. While theology, it 
accepts, is oriented in part to praxis, what is more fundamental is “its seeking 
understanding of God’s word,” and doing so through distancing itself from the pressures 
of the immediate concrete situation. It continues, 
                                                 
36 International Theological Commission, “Declaration on Human Development and Christian 
Salvation” (September 1977), hereafter ITC, in Hennelly, LibTDoc, 206. 
37 Ibid., 207. 
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It is from the principles of Catholic teaching on faith and morals that we can 
derive the light to make correct judgments about what has to be done to acquire 
eternal salvation without risk of losing the freedom to be God’s children. Only in 
this way is theology tied to truth… And so we have to take special care not to fall 
into a unidimensional vision of Christianity that would adversely affect 
Christology and ecclesiology, our view of salvation and of Christian existence, 
even theology’s proper function.38 
To be fair, the document really attempts to take a centrist position in the debate 
that rejects both monism and dualism, maintaining a position of balance between two 
reductionist extremes. Lee is correct in saying that in no way can it be interpreted as a 
condemnation of liberation theology. “At most, it represents a cautionary note to those 
who might interpret its (liberation theology’s) themes in an extreme fashion.”39 Even so, 
its moderation almost masks its weakness in what would become an increasingly 
acrimonious environment.
40
 
                                                 
38 Ibid., 208. 
39 Lee, Bearing the Weight of Salvation, 21; for a more combative view of liberation theology in 
the light of salvation history, see Hans Urs von Balthasar’s article “Liberation Theology in the Light of 
Salvation History,” trans. Erasmo Leiva in Schall ed., Liberation Theology in Latin America, 131-146. 
Here Balthasar draws the conclusion that the practical concerns of liberation theology are not to be called 
into question. The issue is rather that the totality of God’s revelation in the world can in no way be reduced 
to political and social liberation. Within the same article he calls into fundamental question the legitimacy 
of social sin. 
40 In an utterly reasonable and even unassuming fashion, the document refers to the struggle of 
comprehending within the unity of salvation history the difference between the kingdom of God and human 
development and the need to research it further to attain greater clarity. The beauty of the syntax I find 
moving. “The very resistance of earthly situations to positive change for the better, the power of sin and 
some ambiguous effects of human progress, teach us to recognize with even greater clarity within the very 
unity of salvation history an abiding difference between the kingdom of God and human development, as 
well as the mystery of the cross without which no activity becomes genuinely salvific. But if, while 
preserving the unity, it is the difference that is highlighted, this does not introduce a so-called dualism. In 
fact this more penetrating vision helps us to carry out the task of promoting human welfare and justice with 
a greater measure of endurance, steadfastness and confidence; it can also keep us from being thrown into 
confusion if our efforts prove ineffective. The unifying connection and this difference in the relationship 
between human development and Christian salvation in their existential shape indeed demand further 
serious research; and this surely has a high priority among the tasks of today’s theology,” ITC in Hennelly, 
LibTDoc, 214. See my earlier comments regarding the ITC in contrast to Puebla, this chapter, n. 29. 
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The Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith (CDF) 
The response of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith was as muscular as 
the ITC had been measured. From the very beginning the combative mood was 
established through the Italian magazine 30 Giorni’s publication of the “preliminary 
notes” of the CDF’s new prefect, Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger, about Latin American 
liberation theology.
41
 Here a number of points warrant mention. First, Ratzinger takes 
aim at what he considers particular forms of liberation thought: those particular 
expressions that in “one way or another, have embraced the Marxist fundamental 
option.”42 This in itself was problematic in that it in no way explicitly specified who or 
what actually fitted into this category. To add to the confusion, the document did accept 
that the general breadth of liberation thought as a type did carry legitimacy, and that even 
some “layers” reflected within the CELAM documents of Medellín and Puebla were in 
fact valid, wholly consistent with a “correct and ecclesial theology.”43 Second, what 
stands at the heart of Ratzinger’s opposition was the issue of soteriology, for he quite 
rightly comprehended that, “In South America, finally ‘liberation’ is primarily 
understood in a social, economic and political sense. Thus the question of soteriology 
                                                 
41 This was published in the Italian under the title “Vi spiego la teología della liberazione” (“I 
explain the theology of liberation”). The address by Cardinal Ratzinger was later published in English in 
Catholicism in Crisis, September, 1984, and still later as “A Certain Liberation” in The Ratzinger Report 
(San Francisco, Ignatius Press, 1985), 169-190, hereafter “A Certain Liberation.” 
42 Ibid., 174. 
43 Ibid., McGovern makes the point that “The document does not make clear… which theologians 
should be included under these ‘certain forms’. As a warning against misuses of liberation theology, the 
document might have won a stronger hearing by liberation theologians and their supporters. The document 
appeared, however, to be aimed against some of the leading theologians,” McGovern S.J., Liberation 
Theology and Its Critics, 16. 
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(Ratzinger’s italics), that is the problem of salvation, of redemption (or liberation, as they 
prefer to say) has become the central question of theology.”44 Third, Ratzinger interprets 
the soteriological question through the lens of European Catholicism’s challenges since 
Vatican II. He painted this period as one marked by alienation; in Christian terms, “lack 
of redemption” that demands liberation. It is a situation where human existence has “cut 
itself loose from God, only to find, not freedom but slavery.”45 Crucial to this analysis, 
                                                 
44 “They” refers to South American theologians, ibid., 172. 
45 Ibid. Three points should be made here: first, as Lee confirms in Bearing the Weight of 
Salvation, 21 and 170, n. 70, Ratzinger’s interpretation of liberation theology takes place through the 
specifics of European reality, especially the dominance of science reflected in three ways: Bultmannian 
contextual criticism of the gospels about Jesus; science understood in European intellectual and political 
circles as Marxism; and finally science understood as history, “fusing the biblical horizon with the Marxist 
idea of history” where “history is the real revelation and hence the real interpreter of the Bible.” Ratzinger, 
“A Certain Liberation” in The Ratzinger Report, 178-180. Second, Ratzinger has not really understood the 
difference in context of Latin America. His perspective has been one that assumes that Latin American 
Marxism is a copy of the European experience. That assumption is open to challenge, given the 
overwhelming Christian nature of Latin America; even of its Marxism and its Marxists. In short Latin 
America is not Europe. Third, Ratzinger’s view of modernity’s dangers has not changed over the years, 
with the emphasis placed upon the West’s denial of God: in other words what he sees as both a theoretical 
and practical atheism that rejects transcendence. See Joseph Ratzinger, “Europe: A Heritage with 
Obligations for Christians,” in Church, Ecumenism and Politics (Slough, England, St Paul, 1988), 221-236. 
His view is in the final analysis close to the reading of John Paul II, with whom he had a close relationship 
as Prefect of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith (CFD), and who in numerous encyclicals 
condemns the mistaken anthropology of socialism, ultimately grounded in atheism; e.g. Centesimus annus 
(The Hundredth Anniversary of Rerum novarum) and Sollicitudo rei socialis in the fifth section “A 
Theological Reading of Modern Problems.” For John Paul II, atheism’s fundamental problem is one of 
transcendence. In Centesimus annus he explains the fundamental error of socialism as being 
anthropological: an erroneous view of men and women as mere “molecules,” “elements” within society. 
Men and women are reduced to the level of mere social relationships and lose their identity as the 
“autonomous subject of moral decisions…the very subject whose decisions build the social order,” (CA 
II.13). Penetrating this anthropological error, the John Paul II puts the case that behind it stands a deeper 
theological error: atheism. His conviction is that “by responding to the call of God…humanity becomes 
aware of its transcendent dignity.” He further elaborates, “The denial of God deprives the person of his 
foundation, and consequently leads to a reorganization of the social order without reference to the person’s 
dignity and responsibility (CA. II. 13).” The problematic nature of this reasoning where the Christian faith 
becomes the only legitimate aspirant to transcendence is raised by José Aldunate S. J. in the article, “La 
encíclica ‘Centesimus Annus’ vista desde Latinoamérica,” in Reflexión y Liberación, No.9, (marzo-abril-
mayo, 1991), 13-19, ed. Jaime Escobar.M., Santiago de Chile. Aldunate says regarding socialism, “Have 
there not been social structures of greater equality and solidarity. Can one deny an authentic humanistic 
inspiration in its determination to banish poverty and to satisfy basic need? And if in these movements 
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was the claimed inadequacy of the secular left’s response in Latin America; a response 
which to all intents and purposes was perceived as a mere extension of the problematic of 
the European left, a response with which he believed much liberation theology identifies. 
Accordingly he says, 
Taking note of the signs of the times also means rediscovering the courage to look 
reality in the face, to see what is positive and what is negative. And if we take this 
objective line, we shall see that the secularist liberation programs have one 
element in common: they are attempting to achieve this liberation exclusively in 
the immanent plane, in history, in this world. But it is precisely this limited view, 
restricted to history and lacking an opening to transcendence, that has brought the 
human being to his present state….The need for salvation which is so widespread 
today expresses the authentic, albeit obscured, perception of the dignity of the 
human being, who is created as “God’s image and likeness,” as the first book of 
the Holy Scripture puts it. But the danger of some theologies is that they insist on 
the immanentist perspective, the exclusively earthly standpoint of secularist 
liberation programs. They do not and cannot see that from a Christian point of 
view, ‘liberation’ is above all and primarily liberation from that radical slavery 
which the ‘world’ does not notice, which it actually denies, namely, the radical 
slavery of sin.
46
 
                                                                                                                                                 
there is faith and love toward humanity, is it really possible to theologically impute a real denial of God?” 
my translation, 16. In retrospect Aldunate’s defense of Eastern European socialism was not entirely 
defensible, given what we now know of the excesses. Nevertheless two points carry merit. The first, which 
is explicit and written in the light of Latin American history, where Aldunate makes it clear that Catholic-
Christian governments are no guarantee of the recognition of transcendence; indeed they have consistently 
and systematically denied the transcendent dignity of the majority of their citizens: see chapter 1. The 
other, which is implicit, is that Aldunate really reaches out to something that approaches the historical 
transcendence of El Salvador’s progressive Catholicism, and as we shall see, that almost approximates the 
Zubirian and Ellacurían: idea of transcendence in historical reality. 
46 Ibid., 173. In asserting the dangers of immanentism, one cannot help but recall the film The 
Mission (Robert Bolt, Fernando Ghia and David Putnam/Enigma Production/Goldcrest and Kingsmere, 
1986), to which Ellacuría himself referred at least once in his writing. In the film, set in Asunción on the 
borderlands of Paraguay, Brazil and Argentina, Fr. Altamirano, a former Jesuit and the Holy Father’s 
envoy, is sent in order to ‘resolve’ ‘the problem’ the Jesuit mission presents for Spain, Portugal and the 
landed settlers. The issue centers around the protection of the Guaraní Indians who have become owners in 
new cooperative agricultural ventures on the mission of San Carlos, competing with the colonialists’ own 
commercial activities and drawing away slave labor and the encomienda. Altamirano perceptively writes to 
the Pope, “This seeking to create a paradise on earth, how easily it offends. Your Holiness is offended 
because it (the mission) may distract from that paradise which is to come hereafter. Their Majesties of 
Spain and Portugal are offended because the paradise of the poor is seldom pleasing to those who rule over 
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In the light of Ratzinger’s published notes, it was not surprising then that the 
CDF’s “Instruction on Some Aspects of the Theology of Liberation” (Libertatius nuntius), 
released in August 1984, reflected similar preoccupations; although it should be added at 
this juncture that the Instruction also closely resembled the responses of the Chilean 
Episcopal Conference to the “Christians for Socialism” movement eleven years earlier.47 
First, according to the document, what remains as central to the problem of “liberation 
theologies” – implying that not all are guilty of this48 but many are – is its turn to 
                                                                                                                                                 
them. And the settlers here are offended for the same reason.” Clement XIV (1769-1774), not especially 
well disposed to the Jesuits, (a Franciscan himself), had the missions closed and subsequently the Guaraní 
were free to be enslaved once more. Finally the sad episode culminated in 1773 with the abolition 
altogether of the Society of Jesus – or “blacks” as they were contemptuously called – under unrelenting 
pressure from the monarchs of Spain, Portugal and Austria. Its General, Father Ricci, was imprisoned in the 
Castel Sant’ Angelo until his death. See Eamon Duffy, Saints and Sinners: A History of the Popes, (Yale 
University Press in association with S4C, 1997), 193-194. 
47 See Christians and Socialism: Documentation of the Christians for Socialism Movement in 
Latin America, ed. John Eagleson, (New York: Maryknoll, Orbis, 1975), especially, chapter 7, “Initial 
Response of Cardinal Silva to Gonzalo Arroyo.” There Silva proposes six problems that the movement 
allied to the Popular Unity government of Salvador Allende presents to the church: “You propose 
anonymous Christianity with without the Church,” “You propose a narrow formula of revolution as the 
only way,” “You reduce Christianity to the revolutionary class struggle and to the historical situation,” 
“You reduce theology to ideology in a superficial way,” “You reduce Christianity to a single dimension: 
socio-economic transformation,” and “In general, you reduce Christianity to something that is purely 
sociological and that has no element of mystery in it.” I spoke for many hours with Fr. Diego Irarrázaval, 
one of the original organizing committee of the movement during a conference in Quito, Ecuador, in 1986 
on liberation theology and indigenous reality. He spoke eloquently and with some humor and nostalgia 
about those years, not least because of old motor-bike he had then; an early 1950s Triumph. “It was a time 
when everything seemed possible,” he mused. See also “Chilean Bishops: ‘Declaration of the Bishops of 
Chile’, “April 22, 1971),” and “Christians for Socialism: “Final Document of the Convention’, (April 40, 
1972)” The former, is not published in Christians for Socialism for reasons that are not entirely clear. 
48 See the earlier comment concerning the typification of liberation theology in Ratzinger’s 
“Preliminary Notes,” 30 Giorni, “Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith (CDF).” Ellacuría for his part 
criticizes the document for its attack upon a “hypothetical theology of liberation” pointing out that it 
“rejects affirmations that ought to be rejected.” These include, identifying the Reign of God and 
movements of human liberation as if they were the same thing, the identification of God and history as if 
they were the same thing, the total subordination of affirmations of faith or theology to political criteria, the 
reduction of sin to social sin, and the abandonment of evangelization for earthly liberation.” See Ellacuría, 
“La Iglesia de los pobres, sacramento histórico de la liberación,” in ET II, 453-485, Conversión de la 
Iglesia al Reino de Dios (San Salvador, UCA Editores, 179-216, ML II, eds., Ignacio Ellacuría and Jon 
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Marxism, leading to a “deterioration of the Second Vatican Council’s turn to the world.” 
For the CDF, dependence upon Marxist thought suggests a reduction of the biblical view 
of history to one of Marxist dialectic.
49
 Christian hope becomes a working for the future 
that is defined in terms of class conflict and soteriology is reduced through the 
substitution of salvation by liberation. As the CDF charges, “‘Theologies of liberation’ 
especially tend to misunderstand or to eliminate, namely: the transcendence and gratuity 
of liberation in Jesus Christ, true God and true man; the sovereignty of grace; and the true 
nature of the means of salvation, especially of the church and the sacraments.”50 
Second, the CDF find liberation theology’s emphasis upon praxis to be disturbing, 
in as much as it constitutes an impediment to the correct understanding of the nature of 
Christian salvation. Again this concern is connected to Marxism and its content as a 
determining principle in liberation theology, because of its claimed ‘scientific-ness”; in 
other words, its necessary truthfulness. In essence, the document contends that liberation 
                                                                                                                                                 
Sobrino, (San Salvador, UCA Editores, 1992), 127-154, initially published in ECA, No. 348-349, (1977), 
707-722. In English, “The Church of the Poor: Historical Sacrament of Liberation” in MLT, ed. Ignacio 
Ellacuría and Jon Sobrino trans. Margaret D. Wilde, (New York, Maryknoll, Orbis, 1993), 543-564. 
49 In a careful assessment of the CDF document, McGovern raises three questions: first as to 
whether it is true that Marxist analytical tools cannot be separated from the Marxist world view. Second, he 
underlines the importance of liberation theology’s heuristic use of Marxist analytical tools: that is their use 
to generate new insights against capitalism, not for Marxism. Third, McGovern argues contra the 
accusation of the document regarding “uncritical” use of Marxist analysis, “If critical and limited use of 
Marxist analysis is used as a criterion for judgment, I do not know of any present-day liberation theologian 
who would not pass the test,” McGovern, Liberation Theology and It’s Critics, 160-164. 
50 CDF, “Instruction on Certain Aspects of the ‘Theology of Liberation’,” in Hennelly, LibTDoc, 
411. Leonardo Boff responds to these points in his “Vatican Instruction Reflects European Mind-Set,” 
(August 31, 1984), in LibTDoc, 415-418. Interesting in his response is the following, “[M]ost of the 
charges of reductionism leveled against the theology of liberation…do not really apply to this type of 
theology. In no way are these theologians denying the divinity of Christ, or the redemptive value of his 
death, or the Mass as an actualization of the sacrifice of the Lord and of his Eucharistic presence. But the 
fact that they start from practice gives their work a different tone,” 417. 
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theology claims that “analysis is inseparable from the praxis and from the conception of 
history to which this praxis is linked.”51 The problem in particular is that this praxis is 
partisan, in as much as the conception of history of which it is part, is interpreted through 
the singular lens of class struggle. It is this very commitment to class struggle that 
implicitly denies “the transcendent character of the distinction between good and evil,”52 
the principle of morality. 
Third, the document – perhaps surprisingly – speaks well, albeit briefly, of 
liberation theology’s preferential option for the poor, recalling its links with the 
magisterial documents and its grounding in the biblical tradition, while also registering 
that the theologies of liberation “deserve great credit for restoring to a place of honor the 
great texts of the prophets and of the gospel in defense of the poor.”53 Nevertheless it 
then abruptly proceeds to condemn the confusion between the “poor of Scripture and the 
proletariat of Marx.”54 
Turning to the weight of the CDF findings, Lee suggests that although the 
document is disparaging of liberation theology, the view that the Vatican documents 
throughout the 1980s constituted a condemnation as such, is unfounded.
55
 It is true that 
the “nagging rhetorical device,” as he refers to it, was in all likelihood partly responsible 
                                                 
51 Ibid., 403. 
52 Ibid., 404. 
53 Ibid., 406. 
54 Ibid. 
55 Lee, Bearing the Weight of Salvation, 23. In making this statement Lee also includes the CDF’s 
“Instruction on Christian Freedom and Liberation” of two years later, March 22nd, 1986. This was a more 
positive and balanced assessment. 
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for the impression of condemnation. However his suggestion, that because no theologian 
or any particular text was singled out that a condemnation is unsustainable, is 
unconvincing. This is so for two fundamental reasons: first, Lee’s argument amounts to 
no more than an argumentum a silentio. Second, the distinct sense during that time of 
theological tension in Latin America, a time dominated by authoritarian military regimes, 
was precisely that the document did in fact amount to a condemnation of liberation 
thought and specific theologians. McGovern gets closer to the mark, I think, in pointing 
out, 
The document appeared…to be aimed against some of the leading theologians. 
This interpretation of the document’s “intent” appears supported by several 
related facts. In a critique of liberation theology published a few months before 
the instruction was issued, Ratzinger cited Gutiérrez and Jon Sobrino as explicit 
targets. He also sent a list of charges against Gutiérrez to the bishops of Peru; 
Sobrino was investigated; Boff was called to Rome in 1984 to answer charges, 
and then silenced for a year.
56
 
Notwithstanding, I think Lee is correct in his analysis that the Vatican’s criticisms 
constituted just a “first salvo” in the debate over how to best speak of the “gracious, 
salvific relationship between God and humanity.”57 The Instruction effectively summed-
up the first generation of suspicion of liberation thought in terms of horizontalism. This 
would provide precisely the point of entry for the second generation of liberation thinkers, 
where the fundamental issue concerned how to speak about both human beings and God 
in the world, transcendence in historical reality. 
                                                 
56 McGovern, Liberation Theology and Its Critics, 16. The critique of liberation theology before 
the publication of the Instruction was in fact that mentioned earlier from 30 Giorno, March, 1984. 
57 Lee, Bearing the Weight of Salvation, 23. 
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Ellacuría: Transcendence ‘In’ not ‘Out’ of History 
Vatican II, Medellín and Puebla; all gravitated at their own time and in their own 
way to a position where human history and divine history, liberation and salvation, drew 
ever closer to each other, more than Catholic theology had hitherto contemplated.
58
 In 
turn, as one of the second generation of liberation theologians, Ellacuría’s philosophical 
work generated an enthusiasm for and commitment to reality where the real is taken 
seriously, where reality is “cared for.” Pivotal to historical reality for Ellacuría, it may be 
remembered, is its weight, its metaphysical weight, its transcendental weight, reflected in 
the priority of its liberation, its realization. In arguing thus it became a matter of 
importance to show that historical reality is several things: the ultimate location of human 
realization and redemption from humanity’s catastrophic situation, the ultimate location 
of God’s engagement, the ultimate location of salvation where salvation history is 
salvation in history, and the ultimate location of sin and salvation. In what follows, each 
of these dimensions will be developed, beginning with the human being’s transcendence, 
revisiting the work of Chapter Five. 
                                                 
58 It is beyond the scope of this thesis, but a particularly interesting task would be to compare and 
contrast when it comes to the issue of salvation and liberation, the thought of Jacques Maritain, Karl 
Rahner and Ignacio Ellacuría. In chapter 3, “Theology in Innsbruck: Karl Rahner (1958-1962),” I have 
engaged to a certain extent in discussion of the latter two, but have left Maritain out of the picture. What is 
fascinating about Maritain is the way in which while on the one hand he insists passionately upon the 
distinction of the two orders – the spiritual and the material – along with their two goods, salvation and the 
temporal common good, “his chief concern is to unite what he has distinguished, counteracting the dualism 
of the modern West; precisely Ellacuría’s challenge. He wants to show how God’s saving action must join 
human efforts to build a more just world.” See Brackley, Divine Revolution, 35 where the section on 
Maritain in particular is perceptive, 23-44. 
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The human being realized and transcendent in history – revisited 
In the discussion of the human being in Chapter Five, focus was directed toward 
the way in which the human is a “reality animal.” Through that term I explained how 
Ellacuría sought to elucidate just how the human through his sentient intelligence 
responds to real things as real: embedded in reality, apprehending reality and ultimately 
open to reality. In this “being open to reality,” the human being fundamentally realizes 
herself through praxis. In other words, there is through praxis, a physical affirmation in 
and of reality, through which the human actualizes her own substantive reality as hers 
(suya). It is in this process, contends Ellacuría, that there arises a dynamic of “self-
possession,” where the human reaches out for greater self-autonomy and control. 
Moreover, in developing the theme of the reality animal, I also pursued 
Ellacuría’s idea of the human’s sociality: the way in which one comes to oneself through 
others. It is in apprehending reality as reality, in sentiently grasping the reality of the 
human species, in turning to others, that the human actualizes her own reality. In alluding 
to the example of Ellacuría’s discussion of the human child and its development, I 
underscored the manner in which “humanness comes to the human from outside” and that 
the human being’s uniqueness comes precisely through relationship with others. As an 
additional dimension of human sociality, I pointed to the public (lo público), which for 
Ellacuría constitutes an intromission, where it physically interiorizes itself into the very 
lives of individuals, shaping reality, either for better or worse. At this level I pointed out 
that Ellacuría understands history as crucial for the human, for it serves as the vehicle for 
transmission of tradition, both biologically and in terms of actual ways of living. It is 
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through this mechanism of historical transmission and reception that the human capacity 
for being open to reality through the choice of real possibilities, the choice of new forms 
of reality, assumes weight. 
Finally, in discussion of the human, I drew attention to what is fundamental to 
Ellacuría’s scheme of things – the ethical. For Ellacuría, it may be remembered that 
history proceeds not primarily through evolution but invention. As human beings face up 
to reality, the capacity for invention presents real challenges, either as the path to 
realization or its opposite, alienation. As alluded to numerous times in this thesis, this act 
of facing up to reality assumes a particular structure that corresponds to the structural 
unity within the human being, and as I shall soon discuss, the theological enterprise itself. 
This involves the act of bearing, of carrying a load (cargo): realizing reality’s weight (the 
noetic) through discernment; shouldering reality’s weight (the ethical) through 
identification with and location among the history’s poor; and taking charge of reality’s 
weight (the praxic) through concrete conversion, prophecy, and discipleship. Now in all 
of this, there is a real sense in which Ellacuría’s human being finds his identity through 
his immersion, his realization in reality. In other words, transcendence comes, not from 
outside of historical reality, but very much from within it. 
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God transcendent in history: the “theologal” 
To understand Ellacuría’s approach to historical soteriology through the idea of 
God’s transcendence in history, it is critical also to understand the grounding that Zubiri 
lends him.
59
 In his work on Ellacuría’s soteriology, Lee penetrates the matter in writing, 
Zubiri provides not just a fundamental vocabulary and set of concepts in his 
account of reality, an influence one might describe as philosophical, but also a 
way to speak about God in relation to the world – to use his term, a theologal 
influence – that deepens Ellacuría’s historical soteriology. Identifying this 
theologal influence provides insight into Ellacuría’s hermeneutic for biblical texts 
that vividly portray God’s salvific activity on behalf of humanity. Zubiri’s 
concept of the theologal suggests a manner for speaking of God’s salvific activity 
without diminishing the sense of divine transcendence crucial to the Christian 
tradition as well. If Zubiri’s notion of transcendence represents an important 
influence, it is because this notion allows for “non contrastive” theological 
discourse, discourse that avoids collapsing the divine into history or setting up an 
opposition.
60
 
In Chapter Four, my analysis of Zubiri primarily centered upon his rejection of 
both idealism which he contends presents reality as an extension of the human subject, 
but also secondarily naïve realism, where reality is that which “presents itself flatly to 
humans from the outside.”61 In that chapter I pressed the issue of the manner in which for 
Zubiri, reality sits as a formal ontological structure of the human being, not as something 
that is added to the human being, nor that operates in opposition to, as factum to the 
                                                 
59 In chapter 5, n.6, I raised discussion of the relationship between Ellacuría’s philosophy and 
theology. I noted that for some considerable time, philosophy’s place in Ellacuría’s corpus was by no 
means clear; either in terms of its internal coherence with regard to his earlier work on Zubiri’s thought and 
his (Ellacuría’s) liberation philosophy, but also philosophy’s own relationship to his theology of liberation. 
Here however the issue is even more specific; namely that of the relationship between Zubiri and Ellacuría 
when it comes to the issue of how to speak about God. 
60 Lee, Bearing the Weight of Salvation, 51. I have referred to the “theologal” in earlier discussion 
in chapter 4, n. 34. 
61 See chapter 4, “Reality’s Openess.” This descriptive term is employed by Lee, ibid., 52. 
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human being.
62
 Moreover, I underscored the point of transcendality in reality rather than 
beyond reality; that the diaphanous is part of the materiality of things, that the 
metaphysical is not removed from the physical.
63
 
Turning to the issue of God, crucial for Zubiri, is the way in which God is 
construed within the ambit of the ultimacy of the real. In a sense one could say his 
approach approximates that ‘from below’.64 In essence Zubiri was not interested in a 
classical approach where the reality of God is assumed and human reality becomes the 
object of theological consideration.
65
 What he seeks is an analysis of facts (his italics), an 
analysis of human reality as such, taken in and for itself. He explains, 
                                                 
62 See chapter 4, “Reality’s Dynamism.”. This question of reality comprehended as something 
external to the human being that is added to him, is what Lee refers to as well when discussing the religious 
question. He writes, “Zubiri begins his earliest reflections on the ‘philosophical possibility of the problem 
of God’ by indicating that he wishes to discuss both the content of this problem and the assumptions…He 
identifies the debate regarding the ‘existence of an external world’ as analogous to the problem of God. 
This rhetorical move allows him to correlate to the problem of God as a pitfall of the former debate: the 
positions taken in the debate over the existence of an external world involve a presumption of the external 
world as some sort of fact. This ‘fact’ is viewed as having an existence that is ‘added to’ the existence of 
the subject, and it is this very assumption that Zubiri draws into his reflection on the problem of God,” ibid. 
63 Chapter 4, “Reality’s Unity.” 
64 My viewpoint regarding Zubiri’s methodology ‘from below’ should not be overstated, given 
that God is located by the human being only at the point of his religation, not as an intrinsic part of him (as 
de Lubac implied in his view of the human being as having an intrinsic natural desire for God). 
Nevertheless the term ‘from below’ in reference to Zubiri’s method, does fit to the extent that the theologal 
is the beginning point for his thought rather than the theological. He adds eloquently, “Atheism constitutes 
a facing up to the ultimacy of the real, which is certainly not theological, but is theologal. The theologal is 
then in this sense, a strict human dimension, accessible to immediate analysis… the putting forth of this 
dimension amounts to the demonstration in actu exercito of the existence of the problem of God as 
problem. The problem of God as problem, is not just any problem arbitrarily posed by human curiosity, but 
instead it is human reality itself in its very nature as constitutively problematic,” Zubiri, “El problema 
teologal del hombre” in A.Vargas-Machuca, Teología y mundo contemporáneo: homenaje a K. Rahner en 
su 70 cumpleaños (Madrid, Ediciones Cristiandad, 1975), my translation, 57, hereafter “El problema 
teologal.” 
65 Ibid. He writes, “It is not about, in effect, making of human reality the object of theological 
consideration, for amongst other more profound reasons, it would assume as a given, the reality of God,” 
my translation. 
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If in this reality we discover some dimension that in fact involves both 
constitutively and formally an inexorable confrontation with the ultimacy of the 
real; that is with that which in a nominal and provisional way we can call God; 
then this dimension will be what we refer to as the theologal dimension of the 
human being. The theologal dimension is then a constitutive moment of human 
reality, a structural moment of it. Accordingly…the expression ‘God’ does not 
designate any particular concrete idea of God (neither the Christian nor any other), 
nor does it mean divine ‘reality’. In what we are saying, God means only the 
ambit of the ultimacy of the real.
66
 
In illuminating this theologal dimension of the human being, four terms are of 
particular importance: “fundament” (fundamento), “power of the real” (el poder de lo 
real), religation (religación) and finally a term that is difficult to translate, plasmación, 
that for Zubiri pertains to the concrete form in which individually, socially and 
historically the power of the real actually empowers the human being.
67
 Again these 
terms are not entirely new to the discussion, as I have variously made reference to them 
in earlier chapters. What is to be noted along the way in this brief discussion is the 
manner in which there exists a certain overlap between them, given their occurrence 
within the same semantic field; something quite common in Zubiri’s and Ellacuría’s 
thought. 
                                                 
66 Ibid., my translation. It is worth noting the term “theologal” was not invented by Zubiri but has 
a fairly long history within English discussion of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Edward 
Schillebeeckx makes reference to it in the following manner, using it in a more explicit Christian fashion 
than Zubiri. “Personally to be approached by the man Jesus, was, for his contemporaries, an invitation to a 
personal encounter with the life-giving God, because personally that man was the Son of God. Human 
encounter with Jesus is therefore the sacrament of the encounter with God, or of the religious life as a 
theologal attitude of existence towards God.” He adds by way of explanation of the term, “By ‘theologal 
attitude of existence’ we mean a vital human activity of which God himself is the object and the motive, 
and in the perfecting of which God is coactive.” Edward Schillebeeckx O.P., Christ the Sacrament of the 
Encounter with God, (London: Sheed and Ward, 1963), 15-16 and n.14. 
67 The term itself comes form the Spanish verb “plasmar” meaning “reflecting or representing an 
idea or feeling in a physical form,” “giving form to something,” Diccionario de la lengua española, 
(Madrid: Editorial Espasa, Calpe, 1999), 1035. 
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For Zubiri, the term “fundament” (fundamento) has to do with “the power of the 
real in things.” The point behind this term is that he distinguishes between on the one 
hand the power of the real in things and on the other, real things themselves. Although 
humans realize themselves through things that possess for them the power of the real, this 
power is not identical with the things. So the enigmatic character of reality is summed up 
in this: human beings realize themselves in a form of reality that things themselves do not 
impose on them.
68
 That said, without these things, such self-realization could never be 
achieved. In other words, things open possibilities toward adopting a form of reality that 
is capable of “more-ness” and this more-ness carries for the human being a sense of 
ultimacy. It is among these possibilities that carry the weight of ultimacy that human 
beings have to opt (optar), to actually adopt
69
 a form of reality in action: something that 
is clearly optional but because of its seriousness, nearly always complex and 
problematic.
70
 
                                                 
68 On the enigmatic character of reality the fundamental point is that of clarifying the difference 
between pure or nude (nuda) reality and the power of the real itself; see Ellacuría, “La realidad, actitud 
radical” in ET I, 39-109, initially published under the same title in Asclepio 16 (1966), 97-155. 
69 Lee correctly notes that “optar” in the Spanish carries with it the idea of long term commitment 
and aspiration that is not evident in the English cognate “opt,” Bearing the Weight of Salvation, 182, n.72 
Accordingly, the connection of this “optar” with the broadly ethical categories developed in chapter 5, 
“cargar con la realidad” or “bearing the weight of reality” is obvious, as is the idea in this chapter of 
“bearing the weight of salvation” in this third section of the dissertation. This latter point will become 
increasingly clear as I refer to the other dimensions of theology as option for and response to the reign of 
God. 
70 Zubiri writes, “To opt is not just to choose a particular action, but rather it is about adopting a 
form of reality in the chosen action. In religation then, the human being is confronted with the power of the 
real, but in an optional way; that is a problematic way,” “El problema teologal,” my translation 58. See 
chapter 4, “Reality’s Dynamism” and the human being’s engagement with it; also n.34 regarding reality as 
the “empowering ontological structure” that makes claims upon the human being. Additionally see chapter 
5, “The Human” regarding opting and possibilities, followed by “The Ethical: Towards Liberation,” which 
deals with the practical imperatives summed up in the idea of bearing the weight of reality. Regarding the 
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But if reality as fundament pertains to reality’s sense of ultimacy, to reality’s 
“more-ness,” it is precisely here where transcendence assumes a dimension apart from 
the distancial, a dimension which speaks of alterity without dualism; something that 
Ellacuría it may be remembered, refers to as “transcendence in.”71 Indeed this was 
precisely my point earlier in Chapter Four where I argued that although for Zubiri reality 
is other, this alterity does not imply a function in opposition to human existence, but 
instead becomes part of the empowering structure of the human being, assuming a 
transcendental role that places a claim upon her, thus ensuring a dynamic encounter with 
it.
72
 
Turning to the concept of the “power of the real”; when turned toward the human 
being, human existence is termed by Zubiri as “thrown (arrojada) among things.”73 The 
point here is that the term reinforces his conviction that the human being realizes himself 
not just with things as such but in reality itself.
74
 As Zubiri observes, 
                                                                                                                                                 
“more” of reality see chapter 4, n 34, also “Reality’s Openess.” Additionally see Chapter 5, Reality’s 
Structure.” 
71 See chapter 4, “Reality’s Unity” concerning Gandalfo’s discussion about Zubiri’s analysis of the 
term metaphysics; especially the latter term “physis”: “the thing as such” where transcendence is “in the 
thing.” Ellacuría’s commitment to “transcendence-in” while grounded in Zubiri, also I think reflects his 
Ignatian formation where what stands as central is “finding God in all things.” See my discussion of this 
point in chapter 3, “Theology in Innsbruck: Karl Rahner (1958-1962), n.52, Elsewhere he writes, “There is 
no access to God beyond the world.” “Nuestra situacion colectiva vista desde la primera semana”; ET, IV, 
195, my translation. 
72 Chapter 4, “Zubiri’s Turn to Reality 
73 This seems somewhat evocative of Heidegger’s Geworfenheit, but Zubiri’s conclusions are 
different, see chapter 4, n.16 and chapter 5, n. 223. This observation is also made by Lee, Bearing the 
Weight of Salvation, 182, n.75. 
74 To this end he writes that things are no more than “intrinsic vectors of the power of reality,” 
Zubiri, “El problema teologal,” 59, my translation. 
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In every action the human being is “with” everything with which he lives. But 
that in which he is; is reality. Everything in which and from which the human 
being is personally realized is reality. The human needs everything with which he 
lives, but this is because that which he most fundamentally (my addition) needs is 
reality. Consequently, things, besides their real properties, have for the human 
that which I have customarily called the power of the real as such. Only in it and 
by it can the human realize himself as a person. The inescapability with which the 
power of the real dominates me and inexorably moves me to realize myself as a 
person is what I refer to as empowerment. The human is only able to realize 
himself empowered by the power of the real. And this empowerment is what I call 
religation.
75
 
As to the term religation in its own right, a number of key points need to be made 
concerning the connection between the human being and God and ultimately Zubiri’s all 
important appeal to a non-contrastive understanding of transcendence. 
Firstly, with regard to the human being, Zubiri holds that the neologism, 
“religation” through the Latin religare, points to the way in which she is “tied-back” or 
“re-connected” to the power of the real.76 This discovery of “tied-backedness” has to do 
with the human being’s nature of being thrown amongst things in reality, and in the 
process, being thrown toward reality’s fundament. For Zubiri, this being thrown can also 
be thought of as a “march” of sorts. It involves the intellect but first and foremost it is 
something that is real. Such a march toward the fundament amounts to an empowering of 
                                                 
75 Ibid, 58, my translation. See also Zubiri, El hombre y Dios, Ed. Ignacio Ellacuría, (Madrid, 
Alianza Editorial Fundación Zubiri, 1984), 98, hereafter HD. Zubiri writes, “Reality is a “more,” but not 
one that is in addition to a thing, but rather a “more” in the thing itself. That is why in being with “this 
reality” where I am in “reality.” Likewise, it is because of that which “this reality” can impose on me that it 
adopts a form “in reality.” It is not a question of concepts, but of a physical charácter of the power of the 
real.” I have adopted Lee’s translation, Bearing the Weight of Salvation, 54. 
76 For more detailed discussion see María Lucrecia Rovaletti, La dimension teologal del hombre: 
Apuntes en torno al tema de la religación en Zubiri (Buenos Aires, Editorial Universitaria, 1979.) and 
Cándido Aniz Iriarte, “Punto de partida en el acceso a Dios: Vida de la religación de Zubiri” in Estudios 
filosóficos 35 (1986), 237-268. 
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the person and does take various forms: atheism, theism or indeed agnosticism. All 
constitute “access to the fundament, contact with it.”77 Further, it is worth noting that 
there is a dimension of grace here, in as much as life amounts to a gift, where rather than 
having a mission, life itself is a mission.
78
 
Secondly, Zubiri holds that God is discovered through the intellective experience 
of religation.
79
 He says that because access to the fundament of reality is problematic, the 
human has to “justify his way of access.” 80 It is always the intellective justification of the 
fundament of the power of the real that places the human being into a position on the 
pathway towards what he calls an “absolutely absolute reality”; what is understood or 
interpreted to be the reality of God. In short the human being finds God exclusively in his 
religated self-realization as a person. 
                                                 
77 Zubiri, “El problema teologal,” 61, my translation. He writes, “Religation then amounts to an 
experiential march toward the fundament of the power of the real. It is fundamental experience. And in this 
experience there occurs the concrete intellection of this fundament... Therefore, the human person always 
has in his personal realization that fundamental experience. Every act of his, even the most vulgar and 
modest, is in all its dimensions…a problematic experience of the fundament of the real. Atheism, theism, 
agnosticism are all modes of the experience of the fundament of the real; they are not merely conceptual 
attitudes. This fundamental experience is individual, social and historical,” my translation. 
78 Lee underscores this point in “Liberation Theology’s Transcendent Moment: The Work of 
Xavier Zubiri and Ignacio Ellacuría as Noncontrastive Discourse,” Journal of Religion, Vol.83, Issue 2, 
(April 2003), 229. 
79 It should be briefly noted that Zubiri also explored responding to the problem of God by means 
other than that of religation; namely the “cosmic way” In his “cosmic way,” Zubiri elaborates an argument 
for the existence of God starting from the data of the physics of his time, in particular, the cosmology of the 
“Big Bang.” Nevertheless, the “way of religation” is the most characteristic of Zubiri’s philosophy and sits 
coherently with the corpus of his work. See Antonio González, “La vía cósmica hacia Dios según Xavier 
Zubiri” in The Xavier Zubiri Review, Vol. 7 (2005). 91-107. 
80 This ‘justification of access” through the intellective involves the “facing up to.” It involves a 
being together with reality not just in reality. In this process the human person becomes actualized as 
subject, which in turn as Diego Gracia acknowledges, turns upon the ethical. 
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Thirdly, with regard to God and the world, Zubiri holds that with God as the 
fundament of the reality of each thing and the power of the real in each thing, the 
traditional contrastive discourse about the relationship between God and the world is 
overcome. In the first instance, in indicating that the relationship that human beings have 
with God arises from religated human self-realization, Zubiri directs the focus away from 
classical theological proofs for God or indeed what could best be termed “oppositional 
claims concerning divinity.”81 In other words, the weight of the method falls upon the 
ontological structuring of human beings, which gives expression to the alterity of human 
existence from the divine, but crucially without divorcing such existence from God. With 
this in mind, God who religates us is the one that grounds us, the one that makes things to 
be. For this reason Zubiri speaks of God not as ‘perfect’ or ‘infinite’ – each in its own 
way, reinforcing a contrastive, dualistic framework – but as “ens fundamentale.”82 In the 
                                                 
81 The relationship of the theologal to the theological is one where for Zubiri the theologal is really 
prior to all theological reason, since the theologal is a dimension of the human being, whereas the 
theological is theoretical reflexion, the unity of which derives from the theologal stratum. See Rovaletti’s 
discussion, La dimension teologal del hombre: Apuntes en torno al tema de la religación en Zubiri (Buenos 
Aires, Editorial Universitaria, 1979), 
http://www.zubiri.org/works/spanishworksabout/rovaletti/rovaletti1979a.htm, (accessed November 28th, 
2011). 
82 Zubiri, Naturaleza historia Dios, (Madrid, Editora Nacional, 1944), in English, Nature, History, 
God, trans. Thomas Fowler, (Washington D.C.: University Press of America, 1981), 330, hereafter the 
English translation is denoted as NHG. This understanding of God as “ens fundamentale” is tied-up with 
the way in which Zubiri speaks of God, not as God is (“ser”) but as “there is”(haber) God; that is, that 
which religates and founds existence. This is later put by Zubiri as “what makes something to be.” In other 
words, there is no identification of the being of metaphysics with God. Rather “God is beyond being,” ibid, 
338. Another way of putting this is God as “reality-fundament” not “reality-object.” This is precisely the 
import of Zubiri’s notes in HD 81-108. Kathryn Tanner’s work, cited in chapter 4, n. 34, deals with this 
issue well. Essentially her aim is to find a coherent way in which God can be spoken about as both 
transcendent and involved with the world. She perceives that if the transcendence of God is understood in 
oppositional terms, one finds it difficult articulating the involvement of God with this ‘opposed’ world. 
Alternatively a univocal characterization of divinity may allow for God’s involvement in the world but 
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second instance, that the human being finds God in his religated self-realization as a 
person, suggests that God is neither that which is in humans as a part of them nor that 
which is just added to them from outside. Rather, what of God there may be in the human 
is exclusively located in his being religated, through which he is open to God, and God 
becomes patent to him.
83
 This insight lends weight to real things, in the sense that while 
these things are not God as such, they are nevertheless “real in God.” In short, their 
reality is as Zubiri says, God ad extra. For Zubiri then – and this is crucial for Ellacuría – 
God is transcendent not to things but rather in things.
84
 In the third instance, Zubiri’s 
understanding of God as one who religates and human beings as religated, promotes 
engagement with the world. As he says, humans “will encounter [themselves] religated to 
God, not so as to flee from the world, and others, and themselves; but the other way 
                                                                                                                                                 
cannot establish transcendence. Non-contrastive discourse constitutes a way through this problem, 
emphasizing the radical transcendence of God, without using oppositions, since God transcends the 
oppositions as well. In her discussion, she appeals to the Patristic tradition to explain how transcendence 
was interpreted. With regard to Irenaeus of Lyon in his battle with the Gnostics, she writes, “For Irenaeus, 
what makes God radically different from every creature – the fullness without limits of eternal and 
ingenerate unity – is exactly what assures God’s direct and intimate relation with every creature in the 
entirety of its physical and particular being. Because divine transcendence exceeds all oppositional 
contrasts characteristic of the relations among finite beings – including that of presence and absence – 
divine transcendence, according to Irenaeus, does not exclude but rather allows for the immanent presence 
to creatures of God in his otherness,” Tanner, God and Creation in Christian Theology: Tyranny or 
Empowerment? (Oxford – New York, Basil Blackwell, 1988), 56-57. 
83 The question of Zubiri’s methodology ‘from below’ has already been discussed in this chapter, 
n.64. There I suggested that Zubiri’s is atypical of such approaches in that God is in the human being only 
in his being religated, not in the sense of implicitly being part of him. The issue is an important one in the 
light of the extent to which Zubiri’s approach constitutes a potential answer to the Modernist crisis within 
Catholicism: that is an answer to both extrinsicism and intrinsicism. See Jordi Corominas, “Xavier Zubiri y 
la crisis modernista” in The Xavier Zubiri Review, Vol. 8, 2006, 17-57, esp. the sections, “La ‘nouvelle 
teologie’ y el concilio vaticano II” 38-42 and “¿Superación de la crisis modernista?,”42-49. 
84 Zubiri,”El problema teologal,” 59. 
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around, in order to sustain and maintain themselves in being.”85 Diego Gracia writes with 
considerable grace, “To reach God it is not necessary to leave the world, but to enter 
more into it, reaching its foundation or ground. God is at the bottom of things as their 
fundament, and in his experience of things man has the fundamental experience of 
God.”86 
In sum then Zubiri’s articulation of the theologal through the fundament, power of 
the real and religation (religación), amounts to an attempt to construct an understanding 
of God’s transcendence without contrasts or oppositions.87 In doing so, his approach 
remains within the realm of the human experience of reality, while central to this 
experience is the encounter with the God that makes things to be. In rejecting God as 
“being” (ser) in favor of the “there is” (haber) God, Zubiri points to the engagement of 
God with the world, suggesting a transcendence in reality; one which potentially serves to 
encourage the active human encounter with reality.
88
 
                                                 
85 Zubiri, NHG, 349: I have adopted Lee’s translation, Bearing the Weight of Salvation, 56. 
86 Diego Gracia’s commentary on the rear cover of Zubiri’s Man and God, trans. Joaquín 
Redondo, (Washington D.C.: University Press of America, 2009), the English translation of El hombre y 
Dios (Madrid, Alianza Editorial, 1988). Lee writes in a similar vein, “Rather than serve as an escape, 
religation reaffirms the imperative to encounter reality,” Lee, Bearing the Weight of Salvation, 57. 
87 In “Trascendencia y física” originally published in Gran enciclopedia del mundo, Vol.18 
(Bilbao, Durvan, 1961), 419-424. Xubiri writes most eloquently and definitively with regard to God and the 
transcendent, “Transcendence means that God is the direct causal fundament of matter or of an initial stage 
from which he has not withdrawn totally, but in which he does not necessarily intervene as the proximate 
cause, being instead solely the fundament of the causality of intramundane causes; in other words, that 
which ‘makes that there be’. This is what I have called divine ‘fontanality’; in a sense a worldly expression 
regarding God’s constitutive transcendence. God does not evolve, but nothing would evolve if God did not 
make it to be in a process of evolution,” my translation. 
88 There is an issue here that is not unimportant in Zubiri’s thinking: having to do with the 
connection between the “there is” (haber) God and his later point regarding the God “what makes 
something to be.” Lee refers to this and I think puts it well in saying, “The problem for Zubiri of course 
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Finally, the theologal, interpreted as individual, social and historical, assumes a 
concrete form; that which Zubiri refers to as plasmación 
89
. For Zubiri, religion is this 
plasmación, in a sense the actualization of religation, or as Lee puts it, “a form in which 
the power of the real and thus God, empowers the human experientially.”90 The function 
of plasmación is the formal projection of proper divine reality as a finite manner of being 
God – in what Zubiri calls “deiformation.” In this sense, the theologal again assumes 
center-stage, but in a quite full-blown and tangible way.
91
 
Zubiri’s approach to the issue of God clearly carries its own complexity, but as 
with his approach to reality, there is a common thread: the attempt to do battle with the 
insidious dualistic tendencies within Western thought, whether of a philosophical or 
theological nature. In his construal of God’s transcendence as in not out of the world and 
his vision of life as plasmación ad extra, he provides Ellacuría with the intellectual and 
“conceptual tools” to address Salvadoran and more broadly Latin American theological 
reality: one where belief in God has historically been appropriated to justify or at least 
allow theologies of injustice and abuse.
92
 
                                                                                                                                                 
consists in how to understand this ‘there is’ that is attributed to God. If God is not ‘what there is’ but rather 
what ‘makes something to be’, then the primary mode by which ‘there is’ God for humans, is rootedness 
itself,” Lee, Bearing the Weight of Salvation, 56. 
89  Lee quite correctly notes that for Zubiri, “plasmación” appears related to the idea of 
actualization of sentient intelligence; in short what Ellacuría comes to describe as “historicization.” 
90 Ibid., 57. 
91 Remembering that the English translation is, “giving form to something,” “reflecting or 
representing an idea or feeling in physical form.” 
92 See this chapter, “Theology: From Abstraction to Historicization.”  
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But how does Ellacuría actually appropriate Zubiri’s conceptuality of 
transcendence in things, in reality, and more particularly God’s transcendence in the 
world, for the historical reality of El Salvador, Latin America and beyond? Essentially he 
identifies his own ground for battle in the issue of the relationship between the human 
and the divine; the very ground which I have already identified as the challenge put to 
liberation theology through the Vatican’s charge of reductionism. For Ellacuría, a proper 
notion of transcendence is essential for interpreting the fundamental nature of Christian 
salvation. He contends that transcendence understood as separation, as movement out of, 
does not correlate with the fundamental interaction of the human and divine articulated 
within the Scriptures. I shall discuss this question of the Scriptures in the next section, but 
at this point I wish to underscore the particular way in which Ellacuría assumes Zubiri’s 
insight about plasmación, suggesting that when it comes to conceiving of a Christian 
historical transcendence, “everything depends upon how creation is understood”(my 
italics).
93
 He explains that as long as creation is understood in terms of objectification, 
where one object (God) creates yet another (creation) through the process of efficient 
causality, then the inevitable result can and will be dualistic in nature. The counter view 
is one where creation is the plasmación ad extra of the Trinitarian life, the life that 
                                                 
93 Ellacuría, “Historicidad de la salvación cristiana,” in ET I, 578 and Mysterium Liberationis: 
Conceptos fundamentales de la teología de la liberación, I, 323-372, first published in Revista 
Latinoamericana de teología, 1,(1984), 5-84. In English, “The Historicity of Christian Salvation,” trans. 
Margaret D. Wilde, Mysterium Liberationis: Fundamental Concepts of the Theology of Liberation, 251-
289. 
367 
 
communicates and gives of itself.
94
 For Ellacuría this means that everything, literally 
everything, carries a theologal character, especially human beings and history. As he says, 
“It is not only that God is in all things…,but that by their essence, presence and power, 
that all things, each in its own way, is formed (plasmadas) according to the Trinitarian 
life and essentially refers to it.”95 But what does this exactly imply for human beings and 
history? The answer Ellacuría gives, echoes his intra-historical metaphysics of the “more” 
discussed in Chapter Five. With an economy of words that is not always his habit, he 
writes movingly, with even a touch of tenderness, “The human being as a formerly open 
essence, and history in its essential openness, are the realities where this ‘plasmación’ of 
the Trinitarian life are able to give more and more of themselves, although always in 
limited form; open but limited, limited but open.”96 What is so important here is the 
physicality and breadth of the experience: a graced physicality that actually forms and 
                                                 
94 As with the term “plasmar,” the term “plasmación” is also difficult to translate. Margaret Wilde 
offers the translation “grafting,” but as she notes alternatives could be “forming.” “shaping,” “molding” and 
“creating,” ibid., 276. Lee underscores the point to good effect that Ellacuría’s use of “plasmación” does 
not then surrender to a monism, surrender “the theological distinction between God the Creator and 
humanity as created.” This was my point earlier in this chapter, where I said for Zubiri, “God is located by 
the human being only at the point of his religation, not as an intrinsic part of him (as de Lubac implied in 
his view of the human being as having an intrinsic natural desire for God).” Lee continues, toward the same 
end in writing, “Ellacuría utilizes an ambiguity in the term which connotes either a physical manifestation 
of a non-physical concept of reality (a sense of identity), or a molding or grafting – much like the clay as a 
result of the potter’s work (a sense of alterity),” Lee, Bearing the Weight of Salvation, 60. 
95 Ellacuría, “Historicidad de la salvación cristiana,” in ET I, 579, my translation. 
96 Ibid., 578-579, my translation. What is most interesting about this interpretation of creation is 
the manner in which Vatican II’s Gaudium et spes, while not appropriating the idea of the theologal comes 
to similar conclusions in the germ of a rejection of dualism. Juan L. Ruiz de la Peña writes, “Conciliar 
thought is dominated by a dynamic image of the world which is thought about as an open process in which 
there intervenes not just the divine factor…but also the human factor, which prolongs and actualizes the 
work of God. The Council then recognizes that the world is, with regard to creation, the combined effect of 
two causalities: that of the creator God and that of creative human beings. Humans, as they confess God ‘as 
creator of all things’ ‘develop with their work the creator’s work.” (GS. 34) Juan L. Ruiz de la Peña, 
Teología de la creación (Santander, Spain, Editorial Sal Terrae, 1987), 111, my translation. 
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shapes the human being; and not just the human being in isolation, but society and history 
as a whole. It is “a physical taste” Ellacuría holds, “of the Trinitarian life itself, mediated, 
incarnated and historicized.”97 Moreover this very experience of grace tied up with 
creation is also one that includes specific Christian existence, the life of discipleship. 
There is then in Ellacuría, a comprehensiveness, a completeness to this graced world. As 
suggested in Chapter Three, in the discussion about his indebtedness to Rahner, Ellacuría 
goes beyond him, since for Ellacuría, transcendality concerns not just the individual, but 
is located firmly in historical reality and includes historical reality.
98
 And so, 
History in effect is transcendentally open because it comprises in itself the 
openness of reality and the double unified openness of the intelligence and the 
will, of apprehension and option. This openness that in each human being is the 
elevated transcendental openness of a “supernatural existential” (Rahner), is in the 
totality of history, the elevated transcendental openness of a graced 
historicity…that we only know…as such when there appears a series of historical 
events, people, words and historical acts, that combine and connect in that first 
transcendentality. This does not occur only in a given individual, nor even in the 
totality of individuals…but also in that peculiar thing that is history, since it is 
history itself, and not only the individuals in it, that is called to be a history of 
salvation.
99
 
One history: salvation history is salvation in history 
If there is but one history, where everything bears a theologal character, if there is 
but one history which bears the imprint of the Trinitarian life, if there is but one history 
which is called to be salvific; how does Ellacuría articulate this through the window of 
                                                 
97 Ibid., 579, my translation. 
98 Chapter 3, “Theology in Innsbruck: Karl Rahner (1958-1962).” 
99 Ellacuría, “Historia de la salvación” in ET I, 604, my translation, first published in RLT 28 
(1993), 3-25. 
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the Scriptural tradition? How does he link these histories in such a way that salvation 
history is salvation in history?
100
 This constitutes a major challenge for him and the task 
for what follows. The following discussion includes three steps: first Ellacuría’s analysis 
of just why it is that salvation in the Christian tradition has been interpreted 
overwhelmingly in an ahistorical fashion. Second, I present a picture of how he interprets 
the Scriptural tradition as one that points to the notion of a single history, where salvation 
history is salvation in history. In a sense this is a confirmation and development of the 
already discussed philosophical/theological insight of creation as the plasmación ad extra 
of the Trinitarian life, where transcendence is intra-historical, not beyond historical 
reality. Third, I explain Ellacuría’s elucidation of the notion of a single history as a 
“History of God” (historia de Dios), that will reiterate and reflect Chapter Two’s 
discussion of progressive Catholicism’s understanding of one universal history. 
Subsequent to this, but in separate section, I shall also open the door to just how he 
appropriates transcendence in historical reality for an understanding of grace and sin; a 
point flagged above in the discussion about graced physicality. 
Ellacuría begins his discussion with questions concerning how it is that the 
Christian tradition has tended to interpret salvation ahistorically. He accounts for this in 
two ways: the first pertains to the abstract understanding of humanity in the world, the 
second, the way in which salvation itself has been de-historicized. With regard to the first 
                                                 
100 His first attempt at discussión of this theme was published as “Historia de la salvación y 
salvación en la historia” in his book Teología política (San Salvador, Ediciones del Secretariado Social 
Interdiocesano, 1973), here after as TP, later published in ET I, 519-533. In English the publication was 
entitled, Freedom Made Flesh, trans. John Drury (New York: Maryknoll, Orbis, 1976), 3-19. 
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explanation, Ellacuría contends in a similar way to Zubiri, that the tradition’s abstract 
understanding of humanity can be traced back to a naturalist Parmedian and Platonic 
interpretation of Aristotle. He continues in an important, although dense commentary, 
This leads toward a natural-substantial interpretation of the human being and 
social realities. The human is seen as part of the cosmos, as a natural being (ente), 
but with a more elevated nature, or if you prefer, pertaining to nature more freely. 
Being is nature and nature is being itself, despite its accidental and transitory 
mutations. In the final analysis, nothing occurs and if it does it is always the same. 
Accordingly, a double reduction occurs: a static interpretation of nature and a 
naturalist interpretation of the human. In the best of cases, the unity human-world-
history is dislocated in the abstract notion, human in the world, which is 
understood as happening temporally. In other words, the world and history are 
made to be mere extrinsic additions to the human, who already is what he is and 
only needs to act accordingly. So what is lost are both, the structural implication 
of the historical human in (my italics) a historical world, and the essential 
dynamism of that structural implication.
101
 
While then the genuine historical character of the human in a historical world is 
lost, Ellacuría’s second insight is of equal concern and goes even more strikingly to the 
very heart of Christian soteriology. In his “History of Salvation,”102 he points out in 
similar vein the manner in which salvation, again shaped by things Hellenistic, has been 
“de-historicized with grave consequences, as much for historical praxis as for the 
interpretation and efficacy of the Christian faith.”103 Rather than use the heuristic tool of 
the “natural-supernatural” appropriated in his discussion of the human in nature, he turns 
to another when it comes to salvation proper; namely that of the “naturalist” and 
“historical.” The “naturalist” is understood as an interpretation of salvation that is “given 
                                                 
101 Ellacuría, “Historia de la salvación y salvación en la historia,” in ET I, 527-528, my translation. 
102 Ellacuría, “Historia de la salvación,” in ET I, 597-628. 
103 Ibid., 597, my translation. 
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(accidentally) in history, but that was not (essentially) historical.”104 He adds, “If it was 
difficult to understand the historical nature of the human being, it was even more so to 
consider a history of God.”105 Granted that in a mechanistic fashion the historicity of the 
revealed acts and words of God have always been assumed – what Ellacuría refers to as 
“the homiletic presentation of salvation”106 – nevertheless historicity in its genuine sense 
within the tradition, has, he argues, seldom if ever been seriously considered. In the final 
analysis, the acts and words of revelation were only ever accepted as principles from 
which theological deduction would begin. Of course, it could not have been any other 
way with revelation considered as the action of a supernatural God. 
In prosecuting the argument further, Ellacuría contends that this ahistorical 
soteriology has borne two specific limitations. The first has had to do with the manner in 
which revealed acts and words were reduced to “fundamentally closed, objective 
intellectual formulations; and in the light of rational discursive and deductive 
mediations…converted in their turn into rational formulations of absolute validity”107 
independent of their origin. The second, has to do with what he refers to as the “thing-i-
fication” (cosista) of salvation, by which he means the way in which the reality of 
                                                 
104 Ibid., 598,my translation. 
105 Ibid., my translation. 
106 Ibid. The context is, “even accepting in the homiletic presentation of salvation that God had 
communicated in a distinct manner and in different forms; this was more due to necessity than to a 
requirement of reality itself. That the relations of the human and God and God and the human had to be 
essentially historical, was something that went beyond their capacity to understand. Not so much because it 
was difficult, but rather because they had become attached, almost dogmatically to a group of ideas, 
estimated as the most reasonable and valuable. This made it difficult and even impossible to comprehend in 
any other way,” my translation. 
107 Ibid., 599, my translation. 
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salvation has been identified as a thing, the essence identified as a substance. In a manner 
which appears almost tantamount to hyperbole, but which is close to the truth, he 
comments, “So, the sanctifying communication of God to the human being was barely 
able to be understood when dogmatic theology was done, even more with ‘thing-i-fied’ 
categories, such as substances and accidents, principal or instrumental efficient causes, 
and matter and form. The reflection of all this in the consciousness of the human, in her 
strictly personal attitudes in the progress of history, was again something accidental, not 
even necessary in the scheme of things.”108 
In continuing the argument, he proceeds to furnish a couple of examples: the first 
in the area of liturgy, specifically infant baptism, where he points to the way in which the 
child receives grace as an objective gift of supernatural divinization. This occurs without 
any consideration for the consciousness that might accompany the sacrament, for any 
sense of the child’s personal biography, much less the particular history of the 
community among whom the baptism is celebrated and the realities that need to be 
salvificly addressed.
109
 More importantly perhaps, he also turns to the figure of Jesus of 
Nazareth and the way in which the “naturalist” ahistorical approach has made Jesus the 
object of an “absolutized and reductionist (my italics)110 thing-i-fication” (cosificación 
absolutizadora y reductora) through the process of dehistoricization. Surely key 
moments such as his birth, life, death and resurrection, have been accepted as means to 
                                                 
108 Ibid., my translation. 
109 Ibid., 599-600. 
110 Ibid., 600. 
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explain the mystery of salvation. However the metaphysical and theological significance 
of these historical events, in what they actually contain of the historical, has habitually 
been abandoned and ignored in favor of an emphasis upon what stands outside of history. 
The net result then has been and continues to be that the biographical, historical and 
social course of Jesus’ life remains stripped of any real density and salvific significance. 
Instead alternative questions have dominated, such as the metaphysical constitution of 
Jesus Christ or the hypostatic union.
111
 In this process what invariably has occurred is 
that the historical is converted to the natural, the existential to the essential. He continues, 
[L]eaving followers to exclude the historical and existential as decisive elements 
in the historicization of the life of Jesus, whether in their personal lives or in the 
communal life of the Church. Rather they remain confident in the importance of 
some or other ontological transformation, the proof of which is doubtful and the 
historical efficacy of which is entirely accidental.
112
 
Turning to the matter of the scriptural tradition, rather than focusing upon the 
theme of “nature” and the “supernatural” – terminology that is inherently Hellenistic, not 
                                                 
111 Ibid. The insistence that the weight of the tradition has fallen upon this process of 
dehistoricization of Jesus is I think largely true. Notwithstanding, the historicization current has been 
present in one form or another for longer than is usually credited. Ellacuría is too good a theologian not to 
acknowledge this and does so in the ‘Catholic family’ as it were, in his crediting of Vatican II, to which I 
refer in chapter 3, especially with regard to its priority for history. As I explain there, Puebla then took-up 
history in its own context, lending it an even higher priority. Regarding the complex currents within the 
church that have to do with ahistoricization and its opposite, Ellacuría writes, “At no time in the history of 
the church, taken in its totality, has it fallen into this reductionism in an absolute way. Rather, it has been 
about a predominant tendency, beyond which and even in which the ineludible historical character of 
salvation made itself present. It could not have been any other way, since salvation and revelation not only 
have histories but are historical. The explicit denial of this would have been a grave deviation in the 
intelligence of the faith. But it was above all in Vatican II where the attempt was made, both in terms of 
thought and theme, to overcome this disequilibrium of the ontological over the historical. And this, without 
surrendering that which is valid in the ontological treatment of the things of God and humanity, while 
making appear in a newly illumined way what simply cannot be absent, above all when the issue of the 
relation between God and human beings is to be analyzed,” 601, my translation. 
112 Ibid., my translation. 
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Hebrew – Ellacuría talks of the separation of two histories: the sacred and the profane, 
the divine and the human. Couching the discussion in these terms, he asserts that the 
Bible speaks of just one single historical reality. That said, with this term, he does not 
want to imply that such unity amounts to a strict identity: univocalism or monism. Rather, 
what he suggests is what he calls a “contextual structural difference,” where this one 
history amounts to an intrinsic unity, a unity without separation (without dualisms) but 
also without confusion (without monism). Accordingly, there is one historical reality in 
which intervene both God and human beings.
113
 These interventions are such that the 
intervention of God does not occur without in one way or another that of human beings; 
and vice versa, the intervention of human beings without also in one way or another that 
of God. What is crucial to all of this however is the discernment of the distinct 
intervention of God and that of humans, and the particular relation between them; 
something that we shall later see turns upon the issue of the reign of God, grace and sin. 
                                                 
113 He explains, “The unity of historical reality is structural and not substantial, assuming distinct 
multiple elements. Between the monist conception of history that explains its unity as a differentiating 
process of one single substance and the dualistic conception that denies the essential unity of history and 
sustains at most a certain parallelism between the salvific and profane events; it is necessary to understand 
history as a structural unity, in which the qualitative diversity of the elements is absorbed in the structural 
unity of its profound reality. From this structural conception, it is possible to retain without separation, the 
unity of history and the diversity of its various elements,” ibid., 622, my translation. To understand this 
more clearly, Ellacuría is motivated by the desire within ambiguous history, to distinguish between those 
subjects (elements) that are formally more historical and those that are more salvific. By those that are 
more salvific in history, he means those that actually put into action deeds of salvation: for example the 
church as the prime example under the Holy Spirit, and even other religions and sometimes quite secular 
instances, in recognition of what the Church Fathers deemed, “the naturally Christian soul.” On the other 
hand, the more historical instances are those that are able to form a structural unity with salvation. These 
could include political and cultural movements that act to build the reign of God and its liberation. In all 
cases however; especially explicit salvific instances can easily become instances of condemnation, 
including bishops and even popes: hence the need for discernment. 622-625. 
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Analyzing the Scriptures, Ellacuría un-wraps how both the Old and New 
Testaments experience and see this single history where both God and humans act 
together. It is my intention to critically assess his appropriation of both testaments; in 
particular his appropriation of the Fourth Gospel, which I consider to be somewhat 
problematic as a means to make the case for the New Testament’s support for one single 
history, for salvation history as salvation in history, for transcendence as historical in 
character.
114
 
Regarding the Old Testament, Ellacuría predictably focuses upon the Exodus, 
putting the question who freed the people from Egypt; Yahweh or Moses? He answers 
the question in four stages: first the issue of the nature of the narrative and the extent to 
which it can be construed as history; second, Yahweh’s transcendence expressed through 
                                                 
114 Earliest liberation work in the biblical area concerning transcendence in history as far as I know 
was that of José Porfirio Miranda. In his extraordinary work, Marx and the Bible: A Critique of the 
Philosophy of Oppression, trans. John Eagleson, (London, SCM, 1977), 38f, first published as Marx y la 
biblia: Crítica a la filosofía de la opresión, (Salamanca, Spain, Ediciones Sígueme, 1971), he discusses 
God’s transcendence in the context of the Second Commandment about prohibition of images. He writes, 
“The Bible wishes to emphasize the transcendence of God. The unadmitted tendency is to keep the Bible 
from saying anything that we do not already know. The pretext is to proceed ‘from the already known’ 
according to the methodological precept of Aristotle; the result is to ‘reduce’ the biblical message to eternal 
truths already deductively known within our system. Coming to the point, what, in this case is meant by 
‘transcendence’? It was not necessary to teach that God cannot be identified with things, for no one was 
tempted to think that he could be. Does the word ‘transcendence’ in the hypothesis in question mean 
something more than the non-identification of God with things? If so, what?...Of course God is 
transcendent, but the biblical prohibition of images of Yahweh does not speak of transcendence; rather it 
affirms a close relationship, that of the voice (cf. Deut. 4:12), which penetrates very deeply into a person 
and does not put God far from the world and people,” 38, my translation and italics. This passion for 
transcendence in history through the eyes of the Old Testament is also pursued in a different manner in his 
work on the Fourth Gospel. There in particular, he pursues a realized eschatology through the idea of the 
Kingdom as now. José Porfirio Miranda, Being and the Messiah: The Message of St.John, trans. John 
Eagleson, (New York, Maryknoll, Orbis, 1977), 47-90, 172-202, first published as El ser y el Mesías, 
(Salamanca, Spain, Sígueme, 1973). 
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liberating historical action; third, history as the place of the people (pueblo); and fourth, 
the indissoluble unity between the people and God. 
Wary of any reading of the Exodus that could be challenged as naïve, Ellacuría 
acknowledges that the Exodus cannot be understood as history per se in the light of the 
fact that there is a considerable difference between Israel’s history as re- constructed by 
modern historical science and that reflected in the Scriptures. What matters for historical 
science, avers Ellacuría, is the historical character of the story telling itself – in other 
words, method – rather than the historical character of the story told. On this basis, the 
Old Testament is understood to be a literary corpus, meriting the title story rather than 
history. The point that Ellacuría wants to make here is that of the transmission, the 
meaning of a message. He comments, 
It is about paradigmatic stories or myths, that claim to express something 
insightful and permanent, of great significance for humanity. It is not difficult to 
accept that poetic elaborations are able to capture the real character of an event 
more adequately than a purely factual description. So, what is narrated in the 
Exodus as the action of God, attempts to show that there is profound meaning for 
the community, furnished with a revelation of God, not exactly on the basis of a 
particular event, but rather to do with values and permanent meanings. It is not the 
event that gives life to the community, but rather the transmitted experience (my 
italics) through the story. God’s actions transmitted through the Exodus are 
problematic from the strictly historical point of view, but not as myths or 
paradigmatic stories, that are meaningful due to the light they cast upon essential 
aspects of the human condition.
115
 
Ellacuría’s explanation is of considerable value in distinguishing between the 
different priorities and agendas of modern historical science and the biblical corpus, and 
                                                 
115 Ellacuría, 547, my translation. 
377 
 
in underscoring the centrality of the transmitted experience. That said, the comments of 
the Argentinean biblical scholar Severino Croatto, to whom I have referred earlier in this 
chapter,
116
 are I think, more discerning and comprehensive when it comes to the twin 
questions of myth and symbol and more generally of the language that is appropriated in 
interpretation of an event.
117
 
Firstly, Croatto narrows the term “myth” in reference to the more specific sense of 
the primordial history of the Gods, reflected in such narratives as the Mesopotamian 
Enumah Elish as well as the Myth of Atrahasis. The Ancient Near Eastern mythical 
worldview he claims, is one that essentially sees the gods as primary (theogony), 
although almost always in conflict with each other (theomachy) and human beings as 
oppressed strangers in their own land, as slaves to the divine.
118
 In contrast, the biblical 
narrative of the Exodus, while symbolic and mythical in structure, essentially represents 
                                                 
116 J. Severino Croatto, in English as Exodus, A Hermeneutics of Freedom, trans. Salvator 
Attanasio, (New York: Maryknoll-Orbis, 1981) first published as Liberación y libertad: pautas 
hermenéuticas (Lima, Peru: Centro de estudios y publicaciones, 1978). 
117 Croatto’s training in ancient near eastern languages; anthropology and Old Testament have 
served him well in his nuanced work on language and myth not to mention the broader issues pertaining to 
theologies and ideology. An ex- Catholic priest and academic, he married and taught for 20 years at the 
leading Protestant theological school, ISEDET (Instituto Superior Evangélico de Estudios Teológicos), in 
Buenos Aires where I met him. He died in 2004 at the age of 74. 
118 The Myth of Atrahasis is of particular interest as it introduced the idea of humans created for 
oppressive and hard work to serve the gods, as well as working in place of the gods so that the latter could 
enjoy repose. In the narrative, the human slaves multiply and become dangerous to Enlil, the lord over 
humans. Enlil has no sympathy and intends to decimate humanity. Enki, the god most favorably disposed to 
humans; a Prometheus of sorts, suggests a strategy to thwart the tyrannical and homicidal actions of Enlil. 
Enlil takes his final revenge by sterilizing the women so that humans cannot multiply and again rebel 
(compare the similar measures taken by pharaoh in Exodus 1:11-21). See J. Severino Croatto, “Los dioses 
de la opresión” in La lucha de los dioses: Los ídolos de la opresión y la búsqueda del dios liberador, (San 
José, Costa Rica, Editorial DEI, 1986), 33-56, in English, “The Gods of Oppression” in The Idols of Death 
and the God of Life: A Theology (New York: Maryknoll, Orbis, 1983), 26-35. 
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an event that is not mythical, since it does not deal with the primordial history of the gods, 
but rather with the concrete historical experience of slavery and salvation that the 
Hebrews had known in Egypt. Secondly, Croatto points out the manner in which 
interpretative or hermeneutical language must by the very nature of things be different 
from historiography and further insists that such language does not distort the historical 
event, but is explorative of it. And so, 
[W]hen an event is interpreted in its transcendent meaning it cannot be narrated 
simply as chronicle or in its external reality. Through a characteristic process 
analyzed phenomenologically, the level of transcendence “passes” into the 
contingent exteriority of the event, which suddenly includes “miraculous” and 
extraordinary elements. The peculiarity of mythico-symbolic narration is that it is 
fundamentally hermeneutical. More exactly, because it is hermeneutical (that is, it 
deciphers the event), it requires a language different from that of secular 
historiography…Biblical history discovers “meaning” more than it reproduces 
contingent facts. The account of the liberation in Exodus 1-15 is replete with 
symbolic images and mythical events (plagues, the fabulous passage of the sea, 
God’s dialogues with Moses, the drowning of the pharaoh with his hosts, the 
pillar of smoke or of fire etc.). We repeat…that it is not a matter of historical 
distortion but of an exploration of the transcendent meaning of things or events. A 
“sacred history” cannot be identical in form with an ordinary chronicle of the 
same event...Sacred history probes the plan and the significance of known human 
history. The perspective and language are different, and it is more profound that 
they should be so.
119
 
The second stage of Ellacuría’s response to the question who freed the people 
from Egypt, Yahweh or Moses, concerns Yahweh’s transcendence expressed in and 
through liberating historical action. He suggests that in the Exodus there is an “historical 
novelty (una novedad histórica) where people experience a free divine intervention in a 
specific time and place. Accordingly, within history, God’s transcendence is experienced 
                                                 
119 J. Severino Croatto, Exodus: A Hermeneutics of Freedom, (New York, Maryknoll, Orbis, 
1981), 25-26. 
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as that which changes history, and within this change there is shown human contingency 
as much as human hope. For Ellacuría then, as one might expect in the light of discussion 
in this and earlier chapters, human history becomes the “privileged place” (campo 
privilegiado) for demonstrating God’s transcendence. Human experience ceases from 
being closed in on itself and is prised open to hope through divine action. Ellacuría also 
suggests that history becomes a conduit for comprehending God’s character. Only history, 
he argues, stands as an adequate means of demonstrating God’s nature over and against 
what has traditionally served as the dominant paradigm in both theology and philosophy 
– nature. The contrast between the two paradigms is never greater, Ellacuría declares, 
when it comes to the manner in which God is perceived. The God of history; that is the 
God who intervenes in history, is “complete, rich and free, mysterious but near, 
scandalous but hopeful.”120 Of nature, God is the motor of natural cycles, of eternal 
sameness, able to have a past but never an open future. As Ellacuría puts it, “Moses 
presents himself to Yahweh and his actions, not in order to reaffirm more of the same, but 
instead to break with the process. It is through this rupture of the process, where 
something that is more than history makes itself present in history.”121 
In effect Ellacuria’s point is that history is the place, unlike nature, where God’s 
self-giving (auto-donación) is of a much greater order – of an “open” character – while 
nature is a much more restricted scenario. In history God does not give himself once and 
                                                 
120 Ellacuría, “Historicidad de la salvación cristiana,” in ET I, 548, my translation. 
121 Ibid. Clearly this “more” is designed to evoke the concept of the “more” in his philosophy of 
history and liberation; see chapter 5. 
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for all as in the case of nature. In history, God is not one who just pardons, but one who 
liberates – Deus semper novus, Deus semper maior – inviting, in fact obligating human 
beings to respond, to open up, to resist being locked into any particular experience or 
defined limit. Here then is the point: “that history is the place full of transcendence; not a 
transcendence that appears mechanically, but one that only emerges when history is made 
and irrupts in new ways… in permanent uprootedness.”122 
The third stage of Ellacuría’s response concerns history as the place of the people 
(pueblo). For Ellacuría, one cannot speak of Yahweh without Moses, nor Moses without 
his people. Concerning the latter relationship, he points out that Moses cannot even begin 
to be understood without an appreciation of what he received from his people: in Zubirian 
terms, the “traditioning transmission” (transmisión tradente), the reception of ways of life, 
ways of being in reality, in tandem with the possibilities for choosing and creating new 
forms of reality.
123
 Additionally, Ellacuría furnishes emphasis to the insight that the 
intention of Moses was not in the sole instance to help God, but rather his people in the 
face of God. Accordingly, the people are never subordinated to God, never simply a 
stepping stone to the divine experience. In fact, he insists that if anything, God is 
subordinated to the saving action of the people, even though such action leads to the 
recognition that Yahweh alone is their God. It is in this submergence of divine action and 
divine reality in the problems of history, where history opens up to new possibilities. 
                                                 
122 Ibid., 550, my translation. 
123 See chapter 5, “The Human.” 
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Ellacuría puts it succinctly: “Only a God that has descended into history is able to make it 
ascend to him.”124 
In the fourth stage of his response, Ellacuría speaks of an indissoluble unity of 
God and people. The fundamental point he makes is that theophany (teofanía) is born in 
theopraxis (teopraxía) and refers forward to a new theopraxis, grounded in a more 
explicit and more transcendent name: “I am the Lord your God who brought you out of 
Egypt, out of the land of slavery.”125 This definition of God is repeated time and time 
again by the prophets as they call the people back to their origins. Moreover, he argues 
that it is in this bringing-out of the people from Egypt that the alliance, the pact is 
formed: “I will be your God and you shall be my people.”126 In essence then God’s self-
                                                 
124 Ellacuría, “Historicidad de la salvación cristiana,” in ET I, 55, my translation. 
125 New English Bible (NEB), Ex.20: 2; Lev.19:36, 25:38; and Dt.5.6. 
126 The hearing of the outcry of the apiru explained in the Priestly version of the Ex. 6:6-7 and the 
Yahwist version, Ex. 3:7-9, “I have indeed seen the misery of my people in Egypt. I have heard their outcry 
against their slave-masters,” is, Gunkel reminds us, a technical term for the cry expressed precisely due to 
the affliction of injustice, H. Gunkel, Genesis, 7th edition (Göttingen, Vandenhoeck, 1966P), 44, 202. 
Nahum Sarna makes a similar comment in saying, “The Hebrew root sa‘aq/za‘aq indicates the anguished 
cry of the oppressed, the agonized plea of the victim for helping some great injustice,” Nahum M. Sarna 
Understanding Genesis: The Heritage of Biblical Israel (New York, Schocken Books, 1976), 145. The 
much debated issue among Old Testament exegetes as to the order of priorities: the promise/ pact or the 
liberating experience of Exodus, has been basically answered in favor of the latter. The implication of the 
point is whether Yahweh responds to the cry because these are his people or because injustice is a crime. 
Miranda writes lucidly, “Given the Yahwist’s insistence on this ‘cry’, it seems to me that we must 
completely exclude the possibility that Yahweh’s ‘descent’ to ‘deliver’ in Exodus 3:7-9 should be 
attributed to the fact that it is ‘my people’ who cry out. The exegesis which tries to make his intervention 
depend completely on a promise or pact – as if God would not have intervened against injustice if he had 
not officially promised to do so beforehand – contradicts with this kind of positivism the deepest and most 
radical conviction of the Old Testament authors. For them evil is evil whether or not there have been 
covenants or promises. ‘Listen to the sound of your brother’s blood, crying out to me from the earth’ (Gen. 
4:10), Yahweh says, and this is before there were covenants, patriarchs, promises and commandments.” 
José Porfirio Miranda, Marx and the Bible: A Critique of the Philosophy of Oppression, trans. John 
Eagleson, (London, SCM, 1977), 89. Croatto writes to similar ends, “God in effect, reveals himself via 
salvific acts. In other words, he reveals himself as Savior, not as a static God. Through contemplation of the 
acts and not via rational speculation, the Hebrew rises to God. Knowledge for the Semite is experiential; for 
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definition is one that is directed to and arises from an historical act and involves a 
historical people. God and people and their mutual unity stand. In affirming this point, 
Ellacuría makes two others: first that transcendence cannot be interpreted as “moving 
away from the people” (salirse del pueblo), but is in fact the opposite; “the empowering 
of the people for their struggles in their journey from Egypt to Canaan.”127 The 
theophany of God then is precisely directed to the liberation of the people as they seek 
out a new life. Second, Ellacuría affirms the connectedness between Yahweh and Moses. 
Neither God without Moses (supernatural), nor Moses without God, (rationalism) frees 
the people from slavery. The separation between heaven and history, transcendence and 
immanence appears to vanish, and transcendence reflected in a single praxis of salvation 
is an expression of historical grace. 
The conclusion then must be that there is in the Exodus an indissoluble unity 
between God and Moses. God is clearly the principle author of the historical actions but 
in the same breath, Moses is there beside him, where his historical action is salvific 
action. So the question about what is sacred and what profane is neither here nor there 
and constitutes a misconstrual of the issue. There is no separation, there is no abstraction. 
What does stand is the differentiation between an historical praxis of salvation and one of 
perdition, of liberation and oppression. As Ellacuría affirms, theopraxis is the initial point 
                                                                                                                                                 
this reason Israel ‘knows’ Yahweh in salvific acts. The God of the Sinaitic alliance/pact accordingly is the 
God of the Exodus: which is the equivalent of saying Saviour,” Severino Croatto, Historia de la salvación: 
la experiencia religiosa del Pueblo de Dios (Santiago de Chile: Ediciones Paulinas, 1981), 52, my 
translation. 
127 Ellacuría, “Historicidad de la salvación cristiana,” in ET I, 553, my translation. 
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of the saving process, just as sin and evil serve as the point for the process of 
condemnation. Moses engages in the theopraxis of God, while Pharaoh assumes the 
denial of the God of life and freedom; presumably in the name of another God who 
sustains and legitimates Pharaoh’s mode of domination.128 
Ellacuría’s discussion of the New Testament focuses upon John’s Gospel because 
of the theological connection between the Johannine Jesus and Moses. His treatment is 
                                                 
128 This differentiation in the history of salvation between Moses and Pharaoh is discussed by 
Croatto in Exodus: A Hermeneutics of Freedom, (New York: Maryknoll, Orbis, 1981), 16-24. He writes 
about Pharaoh, “The vertigo of power overtakes him and he exclaims, ‘What is this we have done, that we 
have let Israel go from serving us’? (14:5). Where-upon he sets out in hot pursuit to ‘retain’ them as slaves. 
He needs them as the lord and master that he is. Without them, he no longer ‘is’,” 24. I think it should be 
noted that liberation theology’s contrast between Moses and Pharaoh, reflecting the face-off between life 
and death, grace and sin, is not without question: in large part depending firstly upon which side of the 
fence one stands, and secondly the place from which the hermeneutical exercise is pursued. The issue of 
hermeneutics with regard to the Exodus is not without its overwhelming ambiguities. Roland Boer’s 
“Antonio Gramsci: The Emergence of the ‘Prince’ in Exodus,” in Marxist Criticism of the Bible (London, 
New York: T&T Clark International, 2003), raises two points. The first focuses on the hegemonic and 
bloody narrative of Exodus 32 and persuasively considers the politician Moses cast in the livery of 
Machiavelli’s Prince (55-59). The second, picks-up Edward Said (“Michael Walzer’s Exodus and 
Revolution: A Canaanite Reading,” in E. Said and C. Hitchens (eds.) Blaming the Victims: Spurious 
Scholarship and the Palestinian Question (London: Verso, 1988), 161-178) in his criticism of Michael 
Walzer’s Exodus and Revolution (1984). Walzer seeks to appropriate the Exodus narrative as a non-Marxist 
alternative for social change – an ‘Exodus politics’ – and uses the narrative to justify Israeli oppression of 
Palestinians. Said, points out Boer, argues for a connection between the Exodus from Egypt and the 
invasion of Canaan; all under the command of a God who orders the destruction of the local inhabitants. 
Clearly, utopian liberation readings, such as Ellacuría’s, separate the Exodus from the invasion of Canaan, 
leading to the conclusion that the hermeneutic stemming from Latin America is rather different from that of 
the Middle East. When all is said and done however, I suggest that the issue of the connection between the 
Exodus and the invasion of Canaan is not just an ancient problem, but has been re-enacted centuries later 
with the Israeli War of Independence of the mid-1940s against the British Mandate of Palestine and 
Palestinian residents. To this effect, the respected British journalist, Robert Fisk writes accurately and sadly 
about the human cost to the Palestinians and even the Israelis of the Jewish initiative. In a conversation 
with elderly Josef Kleinman – a former prisoner of Dachau and combatant in Israel’s war of independence– 
Fisk asks the elderly man about the murder and expulsion of Arabs at the village of Deir Yassin. He writes 
with real pathos, “But when he saw those Arabs leaving, did they not, for Josef Kleinman, provide any kind 
of parallel – however faint, given the numerically far greater and infinitely bloodier disaster that overtook 
the Jews – of his own life? He thinks about this for a while. He did not see many Arab refugees, he said. It 
was his wife Haya who replied. ‘I think that after what happened to him – which was so dreadful – that 
everything else in the world seemed less important. You have to understand that Josef lives in that time, in 
the time of the Shoah’,” Robert Fisk, The Great War for Civilization: The Conquest of the Middle East 
(London: Harper Perennial, 2006), 455. 
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however not without its problems, in part I surmise, because of John the Evangelist’s 
theological approach to eschatology and the manner in which he sees the world. In 
succinct terms, John’s eschatology carries a significant verticalist influence, which only 
serves to reinforce a dualistic understanding of history; something fundamentally at odds 
with Ellacuría’s enterprise. In confirmation of this, Raymond Brown states, there is 
[A] “vertical” view which sees two worlds coexistent, one heavenly, one earthly; 
and the earthly world is but a shadow of the heavenly. Earthly existence is fallen 
existence and history is a prolongation of the meaningless. Salvation is made 
possible through escape to the heavenly world, and this can occur only when 
someone or something comes down from the heavenly world to set man free from 
earthly existence… There is a constant contrast in John between two worlds: one 
above, the other below (3:31, 8:23); a sphere that belongs to Spirit and a sphere 
that belongs to flesh (3:6; 6:63). Jesus brings the life of the other world, “eternal 
life,” to the men of this world; and death has no power over this life (11:25).129 
This issue of the world, in turn, is not unrelated to the eschatological question. As 
John’s Gospel progresses, the world (κοσμος) becomes that place identified as having 
conspired against Jesus under the leadership of Satan. In essence, the term “world” 
becomes in Johannine usage a term of hostility. In the Johannine epistles, the whole 
world is in the power of the Evil One (1 Jn 5:19). Jesus and his followers cannot by 
definition be of this world, since the world is “incompatible with faith in Jesus and love 
                                                 
129 Raymond E. Brown S.S., The Gospel According to John Vol. 1. (London, Geoffrey Chapman, 
1978), CXV-CXVI. This is not to suggest that John’s eschatology is solely oriented to this dualistic 
understanding. There is another ‘take’, as it were, the so-called “horizontal” view where salvation history 
begins for instance with the Prologue. Brown in pondering these two dimensions, concludes, “Of course, 
Christian theology has made a similar synthesis of the vertical and the horizontal in positing immortality of 
the soul as well as the final resurrection of the dead,” CXVI. The puzzle here is why Ellacuría has 
appropriated John, given his tendency to duality, not to mention the absence of the Reign of God, in 
comparison with the synoptics. Indeed, he could have perhaps used Matthew with its Mosaic Christology to 
equal, if not better effect: something that he almost acknowledges (“Historicidad de la salvación cristiana,” 
in ET I, 561). In answer to this question, one could perhaps suggest that Ellacuría assumes an altogether 
more utopian reading of John in the spirit of Miranda – see this chapter, n.114. 
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for him” (Jn 16:20; 17:14, 16, 18:36, 1 Jn 2:15). Moreover, the Spirit that Jesus sends is 
also irreconciliable with the world and hostile to it (Jn 14:17; 16:8-11). In the final 
analysis, in his struggle against the world, Jesus overcomes it in his hour of passion, 
death and resurrection (Jn 16:33). Of course, one could conclude that John’s corpus does 
have something in common with Ellacuría’s understanding of things, because of his 
appreciation of historical reality’s inherent darkness. Indeed the idea of the “sin of the 
world,” referred to in Chapter Five – a Johannine term – gives substance to this. Even so, 
John still appears to give up on the world, by extracting believers from it: something 
again at odds with all that Ellacuría holds dear.
130
 
Notwithstanding these reservations, which I think make Ellacuría’s task more 
difficult, his appropriation of John’s Gospel as a means to demonstrate historical 
transcendence in the New Testament is insightful . His beginning point for discussion is 
that of just how the New Testament broadly navigates the question. In contrast with the 
Old Testament that manages the issue in conceptual terms, the New Testament does so in 
a qualitatively new way; in a way that constitutes a “new concretion” in Jesus, the 
supreme form of historical transcendence, through the relationship, God-man/Christian 
salvation-human realization.
131
 In developing this theme in John, Ellacuría turns to a 
                                                 
130 Brown’s work on the Johannine communities, gives a sort of narrative weight to his 
commentaries on the Gospel, apart from which constituting a ‘good read’ in the form of a forensic 
investigation of Johannine history. See Raymond E. Brown S.S. The Community of the Beloved Disciple: 
The Life, Loves and Hates of an Individual Church in New Testament Times, (London: Geoffrey Chapman, 
1979). 
131 Besides the issues I have raised above regarding the difficulties for Ellacuría in his Johannine 
treatment of historical transcendence, additionally it seems to me there is the problem of the analogous 
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Mosaic Christology, underscoring a number of key points. Most significantly he refers to 
the Johannine Prologue (Jn 1:1-18), where in the final two verses, reference is made to 
the connection and contrast between Jesus and Moses. “For while the Law was a gift 
through Moses, this enduring love came through Jesus Christ.
132
 Further, Moses could 
not see the Divinity, but Jesus as the Logos – more than one who simply visually 
contemplates God – actually explains how He is. Now in this discussion about Moses and 
Jesus, Ellacuría acknowledges that to which I alluded earlier concerning the verticalist 
approach to things, although he puts it in terms of history giving way to theologal reality. 
By way of explanation, possibly rationalization, he asserts that in John history is not 
really denied at all; rather it is to be lived differently in this new aeon, lived with a 
                                                                                                                                                 
nature of Jesus’ unitary character (NT) with human history (OT). Sols acknowledges this problem as well 
as he writes, “It is obvious that there are difficulties in comparing ‘the man Jesus’ with ‘human history’. 
They do not appear to be magnitudes of the same order.” He adds however in a cautious way, “But the fact 
that the life of the man Jesus unfolds in human history assures that the former is affected by the latter,” José 
Sols Lucia, La teología histórica de Ignacio Ellacuría, (Madrid: Trotta, 1999), 110. 
132 I have adopted the translation of Raymond Brown, The Gospel According to John, Vol. 1, 
(London: Geoffrey Chapman, 1978), 4. The Greek is “ότι ο νόμος διά Μωϋσέως εδόθη, η χάρις καí 
αλήθεια διά Ιησοΰ εγένετο.” Ellacuría uses the Spanish Bible’s translation which says, “The Law was given 
through Moses, love and loyalty have existed through Jesús the Messiah.” The New Latin-American Bible 
differs little from the Spanish Bible, saying, “God already gave us the Law through Moses but Love and 
Fidelity arrived by Christ.” Raymond Brown translates the term “grace and truth” as “this enduring love.” 
The term in the verse alludes back to v. 14, and represents an Old Testament pairing of hesed and emet, the 
former referring to God’s loving kindness and the latter referring to Divine fidelity to the covenant 
promises. The Protestant scholars tend to differ, with the translation more obviously as “…but grace and 
truth came through Jesus Christ.” Neither translation aims to oppose Jesus to Moses, implying that the old 
dispensation was not an expression of grace: indeed both are. The point is that the while the Law expressed 
God’s “enduring love,” Jesus’ expression was the supreme form. See Brown, The Gospel According to 
John, Vol.1, (London, Geoffrey Chapman, 1978), 16, and also Rudolf Schnackenburg, The Gospel 
According to John, Vol. 1, trans. Kevin Smyth (London, Burnes &Oates, 1980), 277. Ellacuría attaches a 
footnote, explaining similarly, “Historicidad de la salvación cristiana,” in ET I, 562, n.29. 
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different spirit to the old. Now it is love that predominates; now what is called for is a 
still greater commitment to others and to history.
133
 
The second point with regard to historical transcendence, where Ellacuría draws 
upon Boismard,
134
 concerns the Samaritan world in John’s Gospel and its implications 
for the relation between Jesus and Moses. The thrust is that the Samaritans, Philip and 
Nathanael, identify Jesus as the one of whom Moses and the prophets spoke in the Law. 
(Jn 1:45). The Samaritan expectation, Ellacuría observes, was one that especially bore 
historical and political marks. Accordingly he writes, “This primitive Christology of the 
basic narrative of John begins therefore from the same classical experience of the unity of 
salvation and history. God is the one who saves, but he saves via an historical mediator 
and through historical actions; in the expectations of the Samaritans, formally socio-
political actions. For this reason, it makes sense that Nathanael finishes up recognizing 
that that prophet of which the Law speaks is truly the King of Israel (Samaria).”135 
Ellacuría concludes then that this kingship, this Messiahship in the first layer of John’s 
presentation, constitutes a clear reference to historical and political realities. It is only 
with the failure of the realization of these expectations that a different type of 
transcendence is gradually conceived: less political and more religious. 
                                                 
133 I suspect that Miranda would also accept Ellacuría’s point here. While open to the idea of the 
theologal in John, it clearly does not sit with much of first world scholarly opinion. Not for that reason 
however, should it be discounted. 
134 M.E.Boismard & A. Lamouille, L’Evangile de Jean (Paris, Editions du Cerf, 1977). 
135 Ellacuría, “Historicidad de la salvación cristiana,” in ET I, 563. 
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The third point that Ellacuría registers, again appropriating Boismard, turns upon 
the three miracles of Jesus: the Wedding at Cana (Jn 2:1-12), the Healing of the Royal 
Official’s Son (Jn 4: 43-53) and the Miraculous Fishing Episode (Jn 21:1ff). All of these, 
he contends, follow the same pattern as Moses’ miracles in Exodus 4, demonstrating how 
Jesus fulfills all that Moses foreshadowed.
136
 What Ellacuría is anxious to establish here 
is that just as Moses was the quintessential liberator, so is Jesus; and again that such 
historical and salvific action is inseparable. In answer to the logical doubt that the 
miracles of Moses were directed to overtly political ends but that those of Jesus were not, 
Ellacuría admits the lack of consistency, but claims that this has to do with historical 
context. Indeed, he argues that there are other places where Jesus’ actions are 
transparently political: the expulsion of the merchants at the temple (Jn 2:12f), and the 
messianic entry into Jerusalem. (Jn 12:12-19). In any case, he maintains, the signs 
(signos) are constituted by the unity of two aspects: the historical act in reference to the 
salvific content (significante) and the salvific content made present in the historic act 
(significado).
137
 In other words, the unity of the transcendent and the historical continues 
to be valid, even with the change in historical context and the different concretions that 
revelation produces. 
                                                 
136 The miracles of Exodus 4 have to do with the staff turning into a snake and back again (4: 2-5) 
the hand inside the fold of the cloak, becoming diseased and then healed (4: 6-7) and the water being 
poured on the ground and turning to blood (4: 9). 
137 For a comprehensive discussion of how Ellacuría understands and uses the concept of “signs” 
see Sols, La teología histórica de Ignacio Ellacuría, (Madrid: Editorial Trotta, 1999), 324-327. 
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Finally, Ellacuría seeks to confirm his arguments by establishing without 
reservation the genuine historicity of John’s Gospel, in particular the all-important 
foundational layer, without which all transcendentalization would lack basis and 
content.
138
 In sum then the profound historicization to which John subjects his Gospel – 
the polemic with the religious-political authorities, and above all the trial, crucifixion and 
death of Jesus show clearly that John’s transcendentalization is not one that flees from 
historical realities, but rather engages with them. 
In Chapter Two I discussed Salvadoran progressive Catholicism’s understanding 
of transcendence through the people’s living out of the concept of one universal history. 
There I wrote that for the poor of Latin America the power of popular religion relies in 
large part on an explicit connection between sacred and current history. I stated that for 
                                                 
138 Ellacuría’s argument rests upon the conviction that John’s Gospel does furnish a solid and 
reliable historical ground for its theology. This has been a contentious claim amongst biblical scholars, the 
majority of whom have questioned John’s historical reliability. Nevertheless, scholarship has been 
changing in its opinion, beginning with C.H. Dodd’s Historical Tradition in the Fourth Gospel, 
(Cambridge, England: Cambridge University Press, 1963), 423-432. Raymond Brown also shares the 
positive view of John’s historical reliability, “The Tradition behind the Fourth Gospel,” The Gospel 
according to John Vol. 1 (London: Geoffrey Chapman, 1978), XLI-LI. See also John A.T. Robinson’s 
“The Gospel and Epistles of John” in Redating the New Testament (London: SCM, 1976), esp. 264-276. 
Moreover C.K.Barrett writes a most interesting piece entitled, “History” in Essays on John (London: 
SPCK, 1982), 116-131. Toward the end he makes a comment which in one way or another actually helps 
understand just why John has been considered an unreliable source when it comes to taking history 
seriously: namely that John adapts material from a particular setting and applies it more generically, more 
universally. Barrett writes toward the end of his lecture, “How does John regard history? It is not a matter 
of indifference to him, or he would have written a work more like the Gospel of Truth. We may approach 
the question thus. When we study the Synoptic Gospels we repeatedly find paragraphs which almost 
certainly rest upon things really done or spoken by Jesus, but where this primitive material has been placed 
and viewed by the Evangelist in a new setting…When we turn …to John, we may occasionally find that 
John has adapted traditional material to yet another historical setting; but much oftener we find that John 
has liberated his material from particular settings to give it universal applicability. It is characteristic of him 
to see the part in relation to the whole and the whole in each part,” ibid., 131. The question I ask myself at 
this point is whether Barrett’s insight directs us to the conclusion that John is primarily concerned with a 
theologization of history rather than a historicization of theology. Is this not in a sense the reverse of 
Ellacuría’s direction? 
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many Salvadoran Catholics, human history is shot through with divine significance; that 
popular progressive Catholicism places human events in sacred history and also identifies 
divine elements and figures within human history. It was, I argued, this inter-relationship 
that carried such weight during the period of extreme conflict in the 1970s and 1980s as 
people asked about the realities of persecution and death, seeking to locate answers 
within the framework of the biblical story and Christian tradition.
139
 
Now Ellacuría also seeks to articulate a similar theological structure, in all 
probability drawing from the popular frameworks with which he became very familiar.
140
 
For his part, the notion of a single, universal history is referred to as the “History of God” 
(historia de Dios). He begins from a contrastive perspective with Rahner and Pannenburg. 
Germane to his discussion about Rahner, is the way in which the German distinguishes 
salvation and profane histories, perceiving them, yes, as materially co-extensive, but 
qualitatively quite separate and frequently antagonistic.
141
 In this appreciation there is a 
real sense of that which I underscored in Chapter Three: namely Ellacuría’s not entirely 
unjustified suspicion of Rahner’s ahistoricism generated from the “Trojan-horse of 
                                                 
139 Chapter 2, “One Universal History: Ritual and Role.” 
140 He acknowledges as much in “Historicidad de la salvación cristiana,” in ET I, 562. 
141 Ellacuría maintains the following: first that Rahner sees salvation history occurring in and 
penetrating world history, but as always hidden in the profane, in the two possibilities of salvation and 
condemnation. Second, that salvation history is different from profane history in as much as the latter does 
not lend itself to a simple interpretation of salvation and/or condemnation, although there is a constant 
“interference and coexistence” between them. Third, that salvation history demythologizes and demystifies 
profane history in as much as it sees the profane as antagonistic and obscure, existentially disempowered, 
and to the extent that it interprets the profane Christocentrically. Fourth, profane history is the condition of 
the possibility of the history of Christ, or the history of God, in the same manner that natural history in its 
materiality and vitality is the condition of the possibility of the emergence of the finite spirit. Ellacuría, 
“Historicidad de la salvación cristiana,” in ET I, 570. 
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idealism.”142 For Ellacuría, not only must philosophical concepts be “historical and total, 
effective and real,”143 but in the light of my discussion thus far in this chapter, so too 
must theological ones. 
With this in mind, Ellacuría’s tilt on historical transcendence finds its roots in 
what he refers to as “the great history of God.” He writes accordingly, 
Accepting that it is quite possible to maintain a difference between salvation 
history and the real history that one is required to live empirically, one can say 
that in the final analysis, the believer sees both these histories as unified, or rather, 
united in what could be called the great history of God. This grand perception 
supposes that history presents itself as a whole and that within that history, there 
is presented as a part of this whole, what could be called salvation history, which 
most certainly should not be reduced to the sacramental, cultic, or strictly 
religious life. Additionally, there is another part, which being in appearance more 
profane, also contributes to God’s great history with human beings. Now to the 
question whether profane history takes its meaning from salvation history and is 
subordinate to it, the answer expressed in deeper terms is that salvation history 
and so-called profane history are both included in one single history, which they 
serve – the history of God: that is what God has done with the whole of nature, 
what God does in human history, what God wants to flow from his constant self-
giving…In this sense, salvation history that culminates in the person of Christ is 
subordinate to the greater history of God.
144
 
Moreover, he adds with real biblical flair, 
It could be said that in this conception, Paul’s worldview is being given real life 
expression: that which he articulated as the hidden purpose of God, “carrying 
history forward to its fullness,” forging the unity of the universe via the Messiah, 
the earthly and the heavenly.
145
 
                                                 
142 Chapter 3, “Theology in Innsbruck: Karl Rahner (1958-1962).”. 
143 Ibid. 
144 Ellacuría, “Historicidad de la salvación cristiana,” in ET I, 572. 
145 Ibid. 
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But what is the place and function of the salvific Christ in this scheme of 
histories? Ellacuría differentiates between the Christ head of the church, and the 
historical-cosmic Christ; in this fashion introducing the reign of God. He explains that 
within God’s history, Christian faith places the salvific event of Christ in an absolutely 
principal position, but this does not suppose a politico-religious
146
 or ultra-religious 
submission of profane history to Christ as head of the church, or even to the church as the 
body that continues the work of Christ. Nevertheless, it does suppose a submission of 
profane history to the historical-cosmic Christ; the Christ called to build history in its 
entirety as God’s history; that is, the construction of the reign of God. 
Ellacuría poses two more questions in this discussion: namely the relation 
between the historical-cosmic Christ and Jesus of Nazareth, and the manner in which the 
Latin American poor understand the reign of God. Concerning the first, he explains that 
the key of the historical-cosmic Christ is the historical Jesus of Nazareth, “just as the 
whole New Testament presents and interprets him, from his origins and historical life to 
his condition as the resurrected one.”147 Included within this picture is the reign of God, 
that presents itself as a seed within the world and history alike, directed to making of 
them God’s history.148 In reinforcing the importance of the reign as fundamental to the 
                                                 
146 I have translated Ellacuría’s term “Caesarean-Papist’ (Cesaropapista) more broadly as 
“politico-religious.” Although I am not entirely satisfied with it, I think it captures the sense in English 
better than the literalist “Caesaro-Papist,” which confuses more than clarifies. 
147 Ellacuría, “Historicidad de la salvación cristiana,” in ET I, 573. 
148 In the preceding citation, Ellacuría uses the Matthean term “the Reign of Heaven” (el reino de 
los cielos), which is unusual in the light of his general usage of the term the Reign of God. There does not 
seem to be any significance that can be attached to this variation. 
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building of history, Ellacuría underscores the gradual nature of the process, including its 
ambiguity: something reflected in the biblical metaphor of the leaven in the dough.
149
 
Concerning the second question, Ellacuría indicates, as I developed in Chapter 
Two, that the Latin American poor live out this process with “absolute naturalness,” 
understanding that the reign is not something that can be reduced to the ultra-religious. 
Rather at these popular levels, the reign is interpreted comprehensively and in its totality, 
respecting its essential connection with the world and history. Indeed, to think otherwise 
would only serve to leave history in the hands of God’s enemies, in the hands of those 
who generate injustice. That said, popular religious understanding does not go to the 
opposite extreme; falling into the trap of reducing the history of God to salvation history, 
in the narrow sense, nor to the history of political, social, economic and cultural events. 
Rather, there is a serious attempt to build from the faith at its most practical and operative 
in the world, while at the same time, still respecting the autonomy of each. Put another 
way, within the history of God, there is a confluence of Christ’s action and the action of 
human beings, a convergence of the dictates of faith and those of reason. They converge 
but they are to be distinguished. All history however is one: there is only one God, one 
creation, one Savior, one reign of God; and ultimately, a single eschatology. All in all, 
Ellacuría recapitulates the history of God as, 
                                                 
149 Mt.13:33 and Lk. 13:20-21. The point of history’s ambiguity is a major theme of his. See my 
discussion about it in chapter 5, “The Human,” “The Ethical Challenge” and of course “Ambiguity of 
Historical Reality: Common Evil and the Common Good.” 
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[W]orld history must determine salvation history in multiple forms and salvation 
history must determine world history in multiple forms, accepting that in both is 
played out the history of God.
150
 
Sin and grace historicized 
In Chapter Five, I discussed that in their openness to reality; human beings both 
apprehend and opt for possibilities in reality.
151
 Moreover because of this, history itself is 
transcendentally open: open for either good or evil.
152
 Additionally, because of reality’s 
theologal dimension, this same transcendental openness of history indicates the presence 
of God, a presence that as I have explained in this chapter, humans come to know in and 
through history.
153
 Now in the light of this double-openness to transcendence and 
history’s metaphysical density, the issue arises as to how this is understood and expressed 
                                                 
150 Ellacuría, “Historicidad de la salvación cristiana,” in ET I, 574. Sols Lucia refers to Ellacuría’s 
re-appropriation of the term “world history” for “profane history,” saying “Ellacuría returns to the 
Rahnerian language of ‘world history’ and ‘salvation history’, although he does so affirming the unity. One 
history leads to the other, given that in reality there is just one single historical process. ‘So, world history 
duly analyzed and discerned …is the presentation to salvation history of the task that in each moment 
corresponds to it…At the same time the history of revelation …duly interpreted, is about orienting world 
history according to the demands of God’s history’,” Sols Lucia, La Teología histόrica de Ignacio 
Ellacuría, (Madrid, Editorial Trotta, 1999), 114, my translation. Here Sols Lucia quotes in part from 
Ellacuría’s “Historicidad de la salvación cristiana” in ET I, 574, who in turn draws from Clodovis Boff’s 
work on “socio-analytic mediation” and “hermeneutic mediation,” Clodovis Boff, Theology and Praxis” 
Epistemological Foundations, trans. Robert R. Barr, (New York: Maryknoll, Orbis, 1987), 3-62 and 67-158 
respectively; first published as Teologia e prática: Teologia do politico e suas mediações, (Petrópolis, 
Brazil, Editora Vozes, 1978). Jon Sobrino also approximates this integrated approach, but applied to praxis 
and liberation in “Espiritualidad y liberaciόn” in Liberaciόn con espíritu: Apuntes para una nueva 
espiritualidad (Santander, Spain: Editorial Sal Terrae, 1985), 35-58, in English, “Spirituality and 
Liberation,” in Spirituality of Liberation: Toward Political Holiness, trans. Robert R. Barr, (New York: 
Maryknoll, Orbis, 1988), 23-45. There, he speaks of the necessity of liberation practice for spirituality and 
the necessity of the practice of spirituality for liberation. 
151 See chapter 5, “The Human,” and this chapter n. 69 and n.70. 
152 See chapter 5, “Philosophy of Liberation: Ambiguity of Historical Reality- Common Evil and 
the Common Good.”  Elsewhere Ellacuría writes, “History that is the place par excellence of the revelation 
and glorification of God, is also the place of obfuscation and perdition.” Ellacuría, “Historia de la 
salvación,” in ET I, 609, my translation. 
153 See this chapter’s sub-section on the theologal, “God transcendent in history: ‘the theologal’’”. 
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when it comes to the explicit theological questions of grace and sin. This according to 
Ellacuría is precisely theology’s task: the discernment of the graced or salvific aspects of 
reality, along with the sinful.
154
 Ellacuría sums this up pointing to the historicization or 
objectivization of grace and sin, in saying, 
The distinct transcendence that in fact appears in history is an elevated and doubly 
gratuitous transcendence, which we know as such in a reflective and thematic 
manner only when there appears a series of historical events, people, words and 
acts that come together and connect in that primary transcendence. This does not 
happen only individually speaking, nor even in the totality of individuals, but also 
in that peculiar arrangement that is history, by which we mean history itself and 
not just the individuals in it. Moreover, the subject of this history is humanity in 
its entirety, the human species understood in its fullness, complexity and unity. 
Moreover, it is this historical subject, not just the collective but the unitary that is 
the bearer of transcendentally open historicity. That said, this bearer is never 
genuinely such, if his historical acts or deeds are excluded from consideration, 
since these are the very objective expression of a yes or no to God’s 
communication. Historical actions – all of them, although to different degrees – 
are objectivizations of grace, in which the divine gift and human actions agree, or 
objectivizations of sin, where human action remains dominated by evil, rejecting 
the offer of grace.
155
 
From this statement, it is clear that Ellacuría situates his thought at some distance 
from the traditional extrinsicist paradigm of the supernatural-natural. As I have explained 
                                                 
154 This chapter, “Theology as Grounded Historical Soteriology.” 
155 Ellacuría, “Historia de la salvación” in ET I, 604-605, my translation. In speaking of sin as 
objectivized or historicized , Ellacuría is not just entertaining the idea of sin as opus operantis; the action 
that is committed, but also equally if not moreso, sin as opus operatum; what the sin has as an objectivized 
action. So for Zubiri as for Ellacuría, no sin, not even the most individualized and interior, fails to have 
repercussions upon the character of the person or the progress or otherwise of history. See Ellacuría, 
“Liberación,” RLT, No.30 (1993), 218. This historicization of sin can presumably be traced back to 
Medellín, where the initial perception about sin’s objective historical marks was noted: something I have 
not explicitly referred to in chapter 2. Medellín said, “[to all these economic and social problems] should be 
added the lack of solidarity, that in the individual and social plane, leads to the commission of real sins, the 
crystallization of which appears evident in the unjust structures that characterize the Latin American 
situation,” Medellín, Second Latin American Episcopal Conference, 1969, “Iglesia y liberación humana,” 
1.2. As Sols Lucia says, Medellín “prepares the ground for thought about the public dimension of sin,” Sols 
Lucia, La teología histórica de Ignacio Ellacuría, (Madrid, Spain, Editorial Trotta, 1999), 149. 
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in the sub-sections on the theologal and the biblical, there is one creation and one history, 
and within this he contends, the relevant transcendental paradigm is that of grace and sin 
– historicized and objectivized. In keeping with this, Ellacuría begins with a historical 
metaphor – the plan of God – conceptualizing sin less as the traditionalist and more 
individualist “offense against God,” and more as a “deviation from the plan of God.”156 
                                                 
156 He writes, “Surpassed the partial idea of sin as the individual violation of a law, it is necessary 
to recuperate its social dimension as the nullification of the presence of God among human beings, as the 
dominion of evil that impedes the freedom of the children of God,” Ellacuría, “Liberación: misión y 
carisma de la Iglesia latinoamericana,” in ET, II, 574, first published in TP, (San Salvador, Ediciones del 
Secretariado Social Interdiocesano, 1973). In the article, “Liberación” he also writes, “Explained in 
classical terms” sin is “fundamental disobedience to the plan of God regarding humans, history and nature; 
it is the negation of the faith in all its rich fullness (Coroato); and to time, it is the negation of love. Sin does 
not have to be understood primarily as an offense against God that has to be forgiven, but rather as a real 
deviation, depending upon the cases, from the divine plan, as glimpsed in nature and as shown in salvation 
history.” RLT, No.30 (1993), 217. Also see my treatment of González Faus’ construction of sin which 
corresponds closely to Ellacuría’s, in chapter 5, n. 190. Faus’ major works on this front include, “El pecado 
de debilidad: el hombre dividido” in Visión creyente del hombre (Santander, Spain, Editorial Sal Terrae, 
1987), 217-223 and a briefer version in the chapter “Pecado” in Mysterium liberationis, II, (San Salvador, 
UCA, 1990), 93-106. It is important to point out that Ellacuría’s emphasis upon sin as the “deviation from 
the plan of God,” does not suggest a rejection of the reality of personal sin; in fact he accepts its veracity 
and importance as part of any personal spirituality. What he does reject however is the view that restricts 
sin solely to the personal, as evidenced in von Balthazar’s criticism of CELAM’s Medellín documents. 
What actually interests Ellacuría is the recognition that structural sin as part of the social, of the collective, 
does not deny the personal dimension, but is really an “intrinsic dimension of its depth. In fact he draws 
upon Zubiri’s reading of sin as original, personal and historical-structural. Now these are not sin in the 
same sense, but what they do have in common is that they all arise from human freedom and the assault 
against God’s plan. Zubiri in referring to atheism spoke of original sin as that which is linked to the very 
structure of human life; personal sin is that which arises from personal decision, as conditioned as it is by 
human structures and historical context. Historical sin, the sin of the times, is that which appears as a result 
of the character of the time in which humans live, and to whom it falls. Interesting to note is Sobrino’s 
discussion where he actually overtly connects personal sin and historical-structural sin, taking Ellacuría a 
little further. He associates the liberation of personal sin with the erradication of historical sin, hence 
bridging the two. In doing so he composes some profoundly moving prose. “In the words of Rahner, ‘only 
the forgiven understands that he is a sinner’. The reception of forgiveness is the act that unearths in a 
comprehensive fashion the fact of being a sinner; that which furnishes the capacity to recognize oneself as 
such and to radically change. The conversion so radically demanded by Jesus, is preceded by the offer of 
the love of God. It is not conversion that demands that God welcomes the sinner, but the inverse; the 
welcome of God makes conversion possible.” (143). Later, “And so it appears in Ignatius of Loyola, to 
whom the gratitude of being welcomed and forgiven by God leads him to ask before Christ crucified, ‘what 
am I to do ’, and ‘what must I do’ for Christ” (151). Finally, under the sub-heading, “The one who is 
forgiven contributes to liberation the memory of his own sinfulness,” he writes “The memory of one own 
sin, generates a fruitful humility; making it easier to recognize (and to remedy) the limitations to which the 
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Accordingly, “[T]here are actions that kill (divine) life and there are actions that give 
(divine) life. The former are the reign of sin and the latter the reign of grace. There are 
social and historical structures that are the objectivization of the power of sin and 
moreover that transmit that power… against the life of humans…They constitute 
structural sin.”157 Likewise, “[T]here are social and historical structures that are the 
objectivization of grace and transmit this power in favor of the life of human 
beings…these constitute structural grace.”158 
But how is this actually connected to my earlier discussion about the theologal 
and how does it play out in the injustice of Latin America? Grounded in Zubiri, Ellacuría 
interprets sin as the negation of the inherent dynamism of divine presence in human 
existence. For Ellacuría, in the light of his reading of the theologal and plasmación, 
creation is a limited form of being God. The human being in concrete is a small God 
because he is what Ellacuría refers to as a “relative absolute” (absoluto relativo) a 
“derived absolute” (absoluto cobrado). Moreover, this limited form of being God, is in 
principle open and must be considered dynamically. It is when this openness and 
                                                                                                                                                 
processes of liberation are subject…; making it easier to perceive (and to remedy) the dogmatisms, 
protagonisms and reductionisms that invariably these processes generate as negative sub-products. In a 
word, the memory of ones own sin – the honest not the neurotic, made possible by forgiveness – helps to 
minimize the hubris that also comes about in the practice of liberation. ‘To make revolution as one who is 
forgiven’ in the fortunate words of González Faus, is a real plus for the practice of liberation, so that it is 
more human and humanizing, and is distanced from the dangers that lie in wait for it,” my translation. See 
Jon Sobrino, “Pecado personal, perdόn y liberación” in El principio misericordia: Bajar de la cruz a los 
pueblos crucificados (Santander, Spain: Sal Terrae, 1992), 133-158, first published in RLT 13, (1988), 13-
31. 
157 Ellacuría, “Historicidad de la salvación cristiana” in ET I, 576, my translation. 
158 Ibid., my translation. 
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dynamism is negated in the active sense, through the absolutization of the limit either 
personally or socially, that humans are formally in the realm of sin.
159
 The rationale 
behind this is that in the absolutization and divinization of the limit, the “more” (más) of 
God is impeded and sometimes denied altogether, leading to both a personal and social 
descent into idolatry. Sin therefore, paradoxically involves an affirmation of sorts with 
regard to God, where a “good” is held to, which is the presence of God. Idolatry as the 
absolutization of the limited, closes off and rejects the full divine presence in the 
historical.
160
 In concluding this somewhat intricate argument, Ellacuría sums up in saying, 
Divine character is attributed then to that which simply does not possess it in its 
limitation, because a limit is absolutized. This attribution and this absolutization 
are only possible from the genuine presence of the divine, from the theologal 
dimension. Rather than speaking of atheism, one must speak instead of idolatry, 
of the absolute absolutization of that which is only relatively absolute.
161
 
                                                 
159 Ibid., 579-580, my translation. He does here differentiate between what he calls the “privative” 
and “active” sense of negation. The privative refers to a deficient presence of the divine in the natural 
evolutionary sense, which cannot be considered as sin. It is the active sense where sin is full blown because 
of the deliberate negation, which absolutizes the limit and impedes the dynamism of the Trinitarian life. 
160 This idea is also dealt with in slightly different terms by the Czech theologian Jan Milic 
Lochman in a small, brilliant piece entitled, “Christ and/or Prometheus: Theological Lessons from 
Christian-Marxist Encounters” in Christ and Prometheus? (Geneva, WCC Publications, 1988), 23-40. 
Talking about the doctrine of sin, Lochman writes, “The temptation of traditional dogmatics and of 
traditional piety consisted in generalizing hubris as the evil. Such a generalization corresponded much with 
the Greek world-view than with the biblical message. It is based on an ontocratic concept of God. In 
biblical theology this presupposition is eliminated. If God is revealed as the God of the exodus and the 
resurrection, then sin cannot be understood only as hubris. In the light of Christ, sin is not only the claim, 
eritis sicut dii (you will be as gods), which is judged and revealed in its futility; sin is also the opposite 
temptation: to ignore the liberating engagement of God in the history of human beings and to refuse to 
participate in God’s acts of liberation,” 30. 
161 Ellacuría, “Historicidad de la salvación cristiana,” in ET I, 580, my translation. His reference to 
atheism probably is a ‘side-swipe’ of sorts directed at Rome, which the magisterium considers to be the 
problem. See my discussion of the Congregation for the Doctine of the Faith (CDF), this chapter, n.45. This 
question of idolatry rather than atheism as being the key point of departure for Latin American theology is 
discussed is numerous places by Jon Sobrino. See esp. his article, “Despertar del sueño de la cruel 
inhumanidad” in El principio misericordia: bajar de la cruz a los pueblos crucificados, (Santander, Spain, 
Sal Terrae, 1992), 24. This is an extraordinarily moving article that traces Sobrino’s faith and theological 
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Granted that this type of explanation appears extraordinarily abstract – the very 
thing of which Ellacuría is justifiably critical – he refers to Romero’s pastoral letter, “The 
Church’s Mission amid the National Crisis” (Misión de la Iglesia en medio de la crisis 
del país)
162
, as a means to historicize, concretize, discern the point. He opines, 
Monsignor Romero…seeking to unmask the idolatries of our society, expounds 
from that perspective, the idolatry that is assumed by the absolutization of wealth 
and of private property, the absolutization of national security and the 
absolutization of the organization. It is easy to see how with wealth and power, 
aspects are furnished that have to do with the presence of God. But it is clear that 
their historical absolutization converts them into idols, to which are sacrificed all 
other human possibilities. In the individual and his freedom, there is the presence 
of something that is connected very directly with the God who makes himself 
present and operates in history. But the absolutization of individual freedom, to 
the point of allowing it to become an idol, is what makes grace become sin. In the 
institutional apparatus and their objective, historical fruits, there is also the power 
of God that achieves a more humane and open history, through structures, 
institutions, and social bodies…but their idolatrous absolutization makes of the 
limit…a negation of that which is always greater than any objective realization 
and any subjective pretension.
163
 
Romero considered; for his own part Ellacuría discerns the overwhelming 
historical expression of idolatrous sin to be unjust poverty. It is this, he believes, that 
                                                                                                                                                 
journey as he shifted paradigms from Europe to Central America. With regard to the question of idolatry, 
he writes, “[F]rom El Salvador there appears with total clarity that the true God is in conflict with other 
gods: those that in the first commandment of the Decalogue referred to as ‘rival’ gods. These gods are the 
idols, false divinities, but really existent; and Monsignor Romero concretized them for our time in the 
absolutization of capital and national security. The idols dehumanize those who worship them but their 
ultimate malice lies in that they demand victims in order to subsist…I have learnt in El Salvador that to 
believe in God is at the same time to desist from believing in the idols, and to struggle against them. 
Accordingly, it is required of human beings, not only that we choose between faith and atheism but more 
importantly, between faith and idolatry,” my translation. 
162 See my discussion about this letter in chapter 1, “Beyond the Point of No-Return: State 
Terrorism, the People and the Church: 1977-1979.” 
163 Ellacuría, “Historicidad de la salvación cristiana” in ET I, 580-581, my translation. 
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constitutes the great negation of the God of life’s presence in and will for the world. To 
this end he avers, 
The challenge then is to discern what there is of grace and what there is of sin in a 
given historical juncture. What must be asked with absolute rigor is, what is the 
sin of the world, or in what ways or forms is this sin expressed?...In effect, world 
reality seen in its totality from the perspective of the faith, concludes that the sin 
of the world expressed in its most caustic form, is unjust poverty. Poverty and 
injustice are today the great negation of the will of God and the obliteration of the 
divine presence, hoped for by human beings…The poor and their unjustly 
inflicted poverty, the social, economic and political structures, upon which this 
reality is established, the complicated ramifications in the form of hunger, 
sickness, incarceration, torture and assassinations; all… taken deadly seriously by 
Old and New Testament transcendence; all are the negation of the reign of God. 
Indeed the reign can never be announced with integrity and sincerity as long as 
this reality is ignored, casting over it a cloak that covers its shame.
164
 
But if this is the quintessential expression of historicized sin, what is to be done 
about it? Does grace simply forgive such sin and those behind it, or is there more to it 
than that? For Ellacuría historicized or objectivized grace finds its initial expression in 
the poor as the preferred location of the love of God. Seeing reality from the perspective 
of history’s poor is in fact one of the essential characteristics of Christian historical 
transcendence: “the annihilation that leads to exaltation; death and in particular the death 
on a cross that leads to resurrection; the suffering that leads to glory; the most 
insignificant who are the greatest in the reign; the poor to whom is promised the 
beatitudes.”165 
                                                 
164 Ibid., 581-582, my translation. 
165 Ibid., 582, my translation. 
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That said however, there is more, and this more is oriented to the practical 
transformation of reality in a manner that is consistent with Jesus’ proclamation of the 
reign of God. It has to do firstly with the desire of history’s poor that the church, despite 
its checkered history, act in conformity with Jesus’ own wishes with regard to the reign. 
Secondly, that they themselves as the poor of history assume the lead with their own 
active participation in the reign; and this toward a progressive transformation of reality 
that is historically verifiable. Ellacuría puts it movingly, 
Sin must not only be forgiven but also removed from the world; not only with the 
transformation of hearts but with the creation of new structures.
166
 
In his presentation to a meeting of Central American Jesuits in Europe, celebrated 
in Madrid in June 1969, entitled, “Our Collective Situation from the Perspective of the 
First Week” (Nuestra situaciόn colectiva vista desde la primera semana) – an allusion to 
the Ignatian Exercises – he said, 
[I]t is objective sin that must be redeemed. Sin is there, it can be touched with the 
hands and it is not enough that there be an extrinsic statutory forgiveness. What is 
needed is a real transformation. …The Christian task then is to remove sin and 
build the world.
167
 
The Ethical: Theology as Option for the Reign of God 
Thus far, I have examined theology’s noetic or notional function, theology as that 
which turns on “realizing the weight of reality” through reflection on the reign of God in 
history. In skillfully interpreting transcendence and salvation in historical terms, Ellacuría 
                                                 
166 Ellacuría, “Historia de la salvación,” in ET I, 612, my translation. 
167 Ellacuría, “Nuestra situaciόn colectiva vista desde la primera semana” in ET IV, 195, my 
translation. 
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understands that theology’s primary task is firstly to perceive the sin of the world, 
understanding its pernicious effects, and secondly to discern the steps toward its removal. 
As noted earlier in this chapter, the second dimension of the human engagement 
with reality, the ethical correlate of the notional, “shouldering the weight of reality,” 
requires from the theological perspective a very specific preferential option for the poor, 
where one locates oneself in the place that affords greatest access to the real.
168
 In what 
follows, I shall develop three aspects for discussion: the first, Ellacuría’s biblical ground 
of the option for the poor in the historical Jesus of Nazareth; secondly his perception that 
the crucifixion is not and has really never been a once and for all event. Rather, Jesus’ 
own crucifixion continues historically in and among the world’s poor as they shoulder 
reality’s weight, bearing the sin of the world, while also calling others to do the same in 
the struggle for sin’s removal. Through this insight, Ellacuría establishes yet another: that 
these poor are no less than the historical principle of salvation for the world. Thirdly, the 
reign of God stands as that historicizing principle, through which transcendent salvation 
is grounded in reality, bearing a dual character of an “already” and a “not yet.” It is the 
reign which reflects Jesus’ preaching and action, which serves as both the drive and the 
goal for Christian action.
169
 
                                                 
168 Remember the correlation of theology and philosophy: that the theological option evokes the 
question of philosophy’s correct historicization in its location. 
169 A superb work by José M. Castillo, “El reino de Dios: por la vida y la dignidad del los seres 
humanos (Bilbao, Desclée de Brouwer, 5th Edition, 2004), is really an application of this last principle of 
the reign of God, and influenced by amongst others the work of the Salvadoran Jesuits. In his introduction, 
Castillo writes, evocative of Ellacuría, “My purpose in writing these pages, is much more modest (than 
engaging in a complex exegesis of all that the synoptics say about the reign); and much more concrete. 
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Jesus Amidst his Historical Reality 
The ethical option for the poor rests most fundamentally in the historical Jesus. As 
referred to earlier, Ellacuría in common with Salvadoran progressive Catholicism shared 
a deep suspicion of the manner in which Christianity’s story-telling of Jesus’ life tended 
to be excessively spiritualized and only moderately, if at all, historicized. This lack of 
historization was never just a theoretical issue, but stood to have enormous repercussions 
in as much as even something as fundamental as the following of Jesus tended to be 
marked by incongruent dualistic attitudes. For Ellacuría, this was most tragically 
expressed when Salvadoran Christians, distinguishing a ‘spiritual’ faith from the earthly 
concerns of discipleship, were quite capable of affirming their loyalty to Jesus while in 
the same breath advocating the application of the use of violence, torture and 
assassination in order to protect their own interests. For Ellacuría, this amounted to a 
classic example of transcendence out of or away from reality, salvation detached from the 
world.
170
 
                                                                                                                                                 
What I aspire to is to analyze the relation that the synoptic gospels establish between the reign of God and 
life. And when I speak of life, I mean this (my italics) life,” “Introduction,” 13. 
170 Lee quite rightly spends time in referring to and developing this point. See Lee, Bearing the 
Weight of Salvation: The Soteriology of Ignacio Ellacuría, 74. This destructive dualism is reflected upon in 
a range of places: Romero repeatedly and consistently returned to the theme of concrete historicized 
conversion in each of his pastoral letters. In the first, “The Easter Church” he cites the Argentinean 
Cardinal Pironio pointing out that, “We divorce faith from life (we content ourselves with preaching the 
faith or celebrating it liturgically, but we do not put love and justice into practice),” in Romero, Voice of the 
Voiceless: The Four Pastoral Letters and Other Statements, (New York, Maryknoll, Orbis, 1990), 60; also 
in the second letter, “The Church, the Body of Christ in History,” where he refers to sin and conversion, 
ibid., 68. Finally in the third letter, “The Church and Popular Political Organizations,” under the subtitle, 
“The Role of the Struggle for Liberation in Christian Salvation,” ibid., 98-99, to which I referred in chapter 
1. Further discussion of the problem of destructive dualisms is taken-up in the article by Maximiliano 
Salinas, “Dos modelos de lectura teolόgica de la historia latinoamericana” in Raíces de la teología 
latinoamericana, ed. Pablo Richard, (San José, Costa Rica, DEI, 1985), 379-391 and Gustavo Gutiérrez’s 
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Ellacuría addresses the question of Jesus through the lens of faith, mediated 
through the human logos or human reason which converts faith in Jesus into a christology. 
His question concerns what is the most adequate mode of reason to facilitate the 
maximization of faith’s comprehension or understanding.171 He explains that in the New 
Testament there are a range of christologies, each arising from their historical situation. 
And so, 
[I]n the New Testament, there is christ-ology and there are christ-ologies…The 
New Testament not only conveys to us the faith of a primitive community in Jesus, 
but also transmits thought that is more or less theoretical and according to the 
various situations, more or less ‘logical,’ done by the respective communities or 
their budding theologians.
172
 
He continues, 
                                                                                                                                                 
work Las Casas: In Search of the Poor of Jesus Christ, trans. Robert R. Barr, (New York, Maryknoll, 
Orbis, 1995), in the original Spanish, En busca de los pobres de Jesucristo (Lima, Peru, Instituto Bartolomé 
de las Casas/Centro de estudios y publicaciones (CEP), 1992). It is noteworthy that Gutiérrez dedicates this 
book to two martyrs, Vicente Hondarza and Ignacio Ellacuría and “to all those who born in Spain, have 
come to live and die in the Indies, in search of the poor of Christ.” In this later publication, most instructive 
is to trace the thought of the School of Salamanca as reflected in that of Juan Ginés Sepúlveda, in contrast 
to that of Las Casas. Reflected throughout in Sepúlveda’s thinking is a powerful theological dualistic 
structure, typical of the scholasticism of the time, coupled with an understanding of the church/state shared 
function of repression of religious error for the sake of the Indian. Different historical contexts generate 
different self-interested dualisms. 
171 Not unlike Anselm’s fides quarens intellectum, “faith seeking understanding,” albeit in a very 
different time and context. Indeed, Sobrino takes this further in his article, “Teología en un mundo 
sufriente: La teología de la liberación como ‘intellectus amoris.’” El principio misericordia: bajar de la 
cruz a los pueblos crucificados (Santander, Spain, Sal Terrae 1992), 68f. He writes, “…the theology of 
liberation consciously understands itself as an intellectus, the direct finality of which is to inform and shape 
a praxis, orienting it and enlivening it in such a manner that theology becomes an intellectus of 
praxis…This is precisely what I. Ellacuría affirms with theological precision: theology is the ideological 
moment of ecclesial and historical praxis, the conscious and reflective moment of that praxis.” 69. Sobrino 
continues in a very moving piece to take theology to new heights. Faith is not just a process of faith seeking 
understanding, theology is not just an understanding of faith (intellectus fidei), as challenging as this is, but 
also an understanding of the realization of historically expressed love to the poor (intellectus amoris). He 
writes, “We want to insist… upon the formal structure of theology as intellectus amoris – in contrast with 
intellectus fidei – which in our opinion is the most significant change of liberation theology,” 71, my 
translation. 
172 Ellacuría, “Carácter político de la misión de Dios” in ET II, 14, my translation. 
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The detail in each cannot be simply passed over, since the logos implies a certain 
contextuality that delimits the focus and selectively interprets the facts. That this 
limitation is justified, as is its corresponding interpretation, both of which in our 
case must be considered inspired, is no obstacle to the fact that in later 
christological reflections, the delimited and interpretative character is 
remembered.
173
 
Ellacuría’s point is that the different readings of Jesus have to do in large part 
with the situation and necessities of those who confront faith in Jesus. In the case of Paul, 
his never having lived with Jesus definitively shaped his reading, while the Jewish 
Christians perhaps lived “too long with him,”174 hence being unable to transcend the 
materiality of his historical behavior. Each reading in its own way reflected its limitations, 
despite its undoubted inspiration. 
Having discussed the biblical material, Ellacuría turns to the classical tradition of 
the Greek logos, pointing to the manner in which, while contributing much to Christian 
faith, it also possesses limitations. He points out that in its own historical terms, where 
history as history of the few “was grounded in speculative contemplation but never in 
social transformation,”175 this logos focused exclusively upon the divine and human 
                                                 
173 He discusses in some detail the differences in the christological interpretation of the New 
Testament material distinguishing between that of the Peter to the circumcised and of Paul to the Gentiles. 
He comments, “These different reflections are not in any way irreconcilable, however nor can they simply 
be passed over lightly in their difference. To indicate an example – only an example – that relates to our 
discussion; the christology of the circumcision is very different to that of the good news of Paul…The 
gospel to the circumcision attends more to the historical Jesus and his social and historical resonance, 
aspects that are related. The gospel of Paul on the other hand, lends little attention to Jesus of the flesh, to 
jump altogether too quickly to the Christ of faith,” ibid., 15, my translation. 
174 Ibid., 15. 
175 Ibid., 16. 
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natures of Jesus. In the light of that historical context, he judges as “fairly adequate” 
(bastante adecuada) the Chalcedonian formula of one ousia and two hypostases.
176
 
With the change of the times however, Ellacuría contends that what is needed is a 
new christology, for which the fundamental theme must not be conceptual conciliation 
where intellectual disquiet is relieved – that is the oneness of the person with the duality 
of natures – but instead a christology which reflects the salvific mission of Jesus. This he 
holds, need not be any less profound than the patristic model. Indeed, if history carries 
                                                 
176 Ibid. He continues, “What interested this individualistic and intellectualist elite was the 
theoretical-idealistic intellection of the Christian mystery.” Sobrino develops this question of the 
shortcomings of Conciliar Christology in Christ the Liberator: A View from the Victims, trans. Paul Burns, 
(New York: Maryknoll, Orbis, 2001), chapters 15’s Excursus 239f, first published as La fe en Jesucristo: 
Ensayo desde las víctimas, (Madrid, Trotta, 1999). There he examines firstly, the priority given to 
speculation in the Greco-Roman world, secondly the use of the category of nature over history and thirdly, 
political change where Christianity came to see itself as a religion of the empire. With regard to 
speculation, he points to the manner in which based on conceptualization, it “advanced on the back of the 
formal dynamism of thought, without allowing itself to be guided mainly by… the reality principle. 
Christological thinking had still not reached the point of elevating the reality of Jesus Christ to a theological 
concept, but the need to produce theological reasoning and to argue in a specific direction was to derive 
fundamentally from the demands of a way of thinking that was increasingly hypostasized itself,” 241. With 
regard to the category of nature, Sobrino avers that this was Greek philosophy’s window to reality. As such 
he adds, “The concept of nature, introduces what is permanent, fixed, immutable, universal into thought, 
while ignoring or undervaluing what is historical, changing, contingent, practical, partial. And it is just this 
second category, that is essential, the non-negotiable one, I should say in the biblical and specifically the 
gospel understanding of God’s revelation and of salvation. When the ‘nature’ category is used on its own, 
Christ’s story and freedom, specificity and partiality are lost. And they are just what have to be kept.”(242) 
Sobrino’s argument here is compelling and is based upon the idea that the Patristic discourse, while of real 
value, is not as fundamental as the biblical, in as far as the biblical is normative but the Conciliar 
Christologies do not possess the same degree of definitiveness . He refers as an example to the 1984 mutual 
signing of a document of union between the John Paul II and the Monophysite patriarch of Antioch, 
without the Pope imposing the Chalcedonian formula. It stated, “In words and life we confess the true 
teaching on Christ our Lord, despite the differences in interpretation of this teaching that arose at the time 
of the Council of Chalcedon,” (243) (‘Common Declaration by the Pope of Rome and the Syrio-Orthodox 
Patriarch of Antioch’, June 24th, 1984), in Ecclesia, 2182 (1984), 861. The final point he makes, later in the 
text, refers to the political changes that took place when the church as it assumed the key religious role in 
the Roman Empire, also replaced the Reign of God, rather than serve it. Rather, it acted as the “final 
authority on earth…making use of a power strictly contrary to that of the Kingdom.” Sobrino concludes, 
“Christology failed to exercise any restraint on it,” (247). 
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more metaphysical weight than nature, as he sustains,
177
 then an approach through the 
lens of history, should indeed be even more profound and more operative. Moreover, he 
avers that to be credible, christology must also attribute full weight to the flesh of Jesus. 
In short, today more than ever, it is necessary to construct a christology that considers the 
historical realization of Jesus’ life as decisive. In contrast with the traditional 
christological tendency to focus upon the “mysteries of Jesus’ life” and the historical as 
peripheral and ascetic, Ellacuría insists upon the necessity of recovering in a full sense 
through an exegetical-historical reading, what was the life of Jesus. This suggests the 
assumption of an historical logos rather than a speculative or idealist one. To this end he 
writes, 
This historical logos should begin from the fact, indisputable to the eyes of faith, 
that the historical life of Jesus is the fullest revelation of the Christian God and 
should be methodologically exercised as a logos of history that both subsumes 
and moves beyond the logos of nature; a logos that has frequently evaded the 
logos of being (ser) and reality (realidad). Only a logos that takes into account the 
historical reality of Jesus is able to open the path to a complete christology and a 
christology capable of taking on board the complex and changing character of 
history. Only through such a christology can we discover that at the root of 
salvation history there is salvation in history.
178
 
What must be noted here however is that this emphasis upon the historical Jesus 
does not imply a simple re-run of the so-called “quest” for the historical (geschichtlich) 
or ‘true’ Jesus.179 Consistent with his philosophical approach grounded in historical 
                                                 
177 See chapter 5, “Ellacuría: Philosophy of Historical Reality: In ‘New Wineskins’.” 
178 Ellacuría, “Carácter político de la misión de Dios” in ET II, 14, my translation. 
179 A brief analysis of the “Quest” is furnished by Alister E.McGrath, Christian Theology: An 
Introduction (Oxford: Blackwell, 1999), 365-376. See also James C.Livingstone, Modern Christian 
Thought Vol. I (Upper Saddle River, New Jersey: Prentice Hall, 1997), chapter 11, “The Ritschlian 
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reality,
180
 Ellacuría focuses more directly upon the historical reality of Jesus as 
communicated through the gospels.
181
 By historical reality, he does not claim a total or 
complete portrait of the historical Jesus, but rather the social, economic and political 
dimensions of his existence and ministry, which help explain the reasons for his death by 
execution. 
Jesus: propheticism and messianism in the public context 
Crucial to Ellacuría’s understanding of Jesus is the order in which he construes 
his Christology. In contrast to the traditional approach, which consistent with the Greek 
or natural logos, assumes Jesus nature to be divine from the beginning, Ellacuría assumes 
an historical logos which lends much greater weight to the historical dimensions of the 
                                                                                                                                                 
Theology and Protestant Liberalism,” 270-298. Of interest is the manner in which the Salvadoran Jesuits, 
especially Sobrino favor the biblical work of Joachim Jeremias. This should be no surprise given Jeremias’ 
view that the “basis of Christian faith lies in what Jesus actually said and did, in so far as this can be 
established by biblical scholarship,” (McGrath, 375). For the record, Jeremias himself was a disciple of 
Ernst Käsemann, the energy behind the second quest for the historical Jesus. Käsemann in opposition to the 
first quest, argued for the continuity between the preaching of Jesus and the preaching about Jesus 
(kerygma), thus challenging what had been assumed by Reimarus and others years before: the discontinuity 
between the historical Jesus and the Christ of faith, with the conclusion that the latter was potentially a 
fiction. 
180 Lee writes, “If Ellacuría’s philosophical and teological anthropology portray human existence 
embedded in reality in a complex and dynamic manner, then his hermeneutic approach may be suggested 
by asking, ‘According to the gospels how did Jesus confront reality?’ ”Bearing the Weight of Salvation: 
The Soteriology of Ignacio Ellacuría, 188, n.16. 
181 Ellacuría accepts the historico-critical method as constituting a valuable set of tools into 
scriptural text and the cultural-social context of the Jewish and Greco-Roman worlds, especially in his 
article, “Dimensiόn política del mesianismo de Jesús,” in ET II, 34-66, where constant reference is made to 
among other scholars engaged in the discussion of the political Jesus, S.G. F. Brandon, Jesus and the 
Zealots (New York, 1967) and Oscar Cullmann, El Estado en el Nuevo Testamento(Madrid, 1961). 
Elsewhere, as mentioned above, he cites Joachim Jeremias, as well as Heinrich Schlier. 
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life and ministry of Jesus.
182
 This means that the Christological and soteriological 
conclusions are tied aposteriori to these dimensions. Of course this should be no surprise, 
given his emphasis upon the “defining character of the human immersion in reality and 
the view of transcendence that acknowledges salvation history as salvation in history.”183 
But how does Ellacuría think through Jesus’ ministry in the socio-public context? Here I 
shall examine two areas: the first, Jesus as prophet, and the second, Jesus as Messiah; 
each with its own compelling series of insights that stands in its own right, but which 
importantly also evokes his earlier philosophical themes. 
For Ellacuría, Jesus was part of the prophetic tradition. He writes, 
In him freedom confronts… the established powers that are grounded in the 
paralyzing religious traditions. This confrontation is marked by the austerity of his 
life and the courage with which he faced these powers of the earth...In him is 
given in an exceptional way, the power of the word and of signs. He becomes the 
definitive announcer of the reign that he proclaims as already present. He makes 
the living God dynamically present among human beings, proclaiming a new 
morality of the heart that breaks through legalisms.
184
 
For Ellacuría, the prophetic style of Jesus is characterized in a number of ways. In 
the first instance there is his rejection of stagnant and ritualized religion. While on the 
one hand Jesus follows the basic practices of his people, such as a presence in the temple 
                                                 
182 Sobrino develops the idea of Jesus as the “historical logos” in Christ the Liberator: A View 
from the Victims. Chapter 13, “Word” discusses the historical logos so central to Ellacuría’s thought, 
grounding it in again one of Ellacuría’s own interests, the fourth Gospel. He moves through a number of 
stages in his argument, from the prologue and Jesus the Word becoming flesh in history to the stark conflict 
between revelation as truth over lies: that to which I referred and explained in chapter 5. 
183 Lee, Bearing the Weight of Salvation: The Soteriology of Ignacio Ellacuría, 78. To recapitulate 
each of these areas; the defining nature of human immersion in reality, see chapter 5, “The Human” which 
deals with the reality animal and  this chapter, “One history: salvation history is salvation in history.” . 
184 Ellacuría, “Carácter político de la misión de Dios” in ET II, 19, my translation. 
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and the synagogue and fulfillment of the Passover, he also collides with those particular 
practices that were considered to be of great importance by the legalists of his time, such 
as work on the Sabbath and the ritual washing of hands. In short, while there is no 
complete negation of the religious element, there is nonetheless as with the prophets, a 
distance from the official ministry of religious institutionalism. As Ellacuría avers, “[H]e 
distinguishes himself from and clashes with” the religious apparatus, “in the sense that he 
does not belong to the hierarchy.”185 
Second, he questions the way of establishing the human relationship with God. In 
this sense he challenges the accepted Jewish dogma of the fleshly condition of the 
children of Abraham in their relationship with God. In essence he “interiorizes” the 
relationship (Jn. 8:39). But what is significant in Ellacuría’s point is that such 
interiorization does not mean spiritualization, but rather an open subjectification, where 
the human person appropriates the relationship with God without which there can be no 
“life that is genuinely human.”186 In this sense Ellacuría refers to the story of the Good 
Samaritan, and continues in an allusion to John’s Gospel; “God will be adored in spirit 
and truth, not in the temple or other place; and this because God is spirit, is interiority, in 
the sense of totality interiorly present to all reality.”187 
Third, Ellacuría underscores Jesus’ prophetic attack against the oppressive role of 
religious power, hence his anger against the hypocrisy of those who confuse Divine 
                                                 
185 Ibid., my translation. 
186 Ibid., 20, my translation. 
187 Ibid., my translation. 
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mandate with human tradition (Mt. 15:1-20).
188
 Jesus targets those who claim to be in 
possession of the keys of the reign and who block entry to others upon whom they 
impose intolerable burdens (Lk. 11:52). With these insights, Ellacuría argues that in Jesus 
there is a marked movement from “religious emphasis (acento religioso) to “operative 
faith” (la fe operante). In other words, the new dispensation is marked by a personal 
stance – by the challenge of following Jesus in the personal life – but marked in particular 
by the Sermon on the Mount, understood not as a new law as such, but as a principle for 
following Jesus in reality.
189
 To this end he writes, 
In this following, the measure of being Christian is located in the visible and 
demonstrable, not in a presumed supernatural grace, the presence of which 
escapes the objectivity of the personal and social conscience. The focus should 
then be placed not in the supernatural… but in the Christian that is grounded in an 
incarnated following, not one of pure intention.
190
 
                                                 
188 See Joachim Jeremias, Jerusalén en tiempos de Jesús: Estudio económico y social del mundo 
del nuevo testamento, (Madrid, Ediciones cristiandad, 1980), trans. from the German, J Luís Ballines, esp. 
part III, chapter IV, “Los fariseos,” 268f. In English, Jerusalem in the Time of Jesus: An Investigation into 
Economic and Social Conditions during the New Testament Period,(Augsburg, Fortress Press, 1969), trans. 
C.H. Cave and F.H. Cave. 
189 He draws from Joachim Jeremias, Palabras de Jesús (Madrid, 1970). A more complete citing 
may have helped. In any case, the full title in Spanish is Palabras de Jesús: El Sermón de la Montaña. 
ElPadrenuestro, (Madrid, Ediciones Fax, 1970), translated from the German by José María Bernaldez 
Montalvo. Jeremias’ article “The Sermon on the Mount” (The Ethel M. Wood Lecture, University of 
London, March 7th, 1961) is a better reference. In the lecture, Jeremias does indeed examine how to 
interpret the Sermon by first analyzing the historical options that have been followed: the “perfectionist 
conception,” “the theory of the impossible ideal” read through the lens of Pauline Lutheranism, and the 
“Interim Ethic” read in the light of the coming eschaton. Jeremias concludes that the Sermon must be read 
not as law but as Gospel: that is something done in the light of that which precedes –the gift of God. See 
http://www.biblicalstudies.org.uk/pdf/sermon_jeremias.pdf , read and cited, April 15th, 2012. 
190 Ibid., 21, my translation. Segundo Galilea writes consistently on this theme of realist 
spirituality. See El camino de la espiritualidad (Bogotá Colombia, Ediciones Paulinas, 1985), esp. chapter 
4, “La conversión cristiana,” 131-157, in English, The Way of Living Faith, trans. John W. Diercksmeier, 
(London, Fount Paperbacks, 1989), chapter 3, “Christian Conversion,” 79-98. See also his The Future of 
Our Past: The Spanish Mystics Speak to Contemporary Spirituality, (Notre Dame, Indiana, Ave Maria 
Press, 1985), esp, chapter 2 “Christian Realism,” 45-56. To my knowledge this publication is only in 
English. Galilea writes something that evokes Ellacuría’s reading of reality – see the chapter,”Sin and 
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In saying this, fundamental to Ellacuría is the way in which Jesus appropriates the 
socio-religious as a public power for the transformation of the public situation. In this 
sense, the purification of the temple, reflected in both the synoptics and the fourth gospel, 
constitutes a collision with the religious authorities who utilize the temple for the reverse: 
the preservation of the public situation. In doing this, Jesus and indeed John the Baptist 
before him, are correctly perceived as the quintessential enemy by the priestly state. 
Moreover, in attacking the Jewish monopoly on faith in Yahweh – the mediation of the 
relationship between the Jew and God – Jesus not only undermines the priestly state but 
also threatens the equilibrium between the people and Roman power, in which the 
influential priestly caste move to maintain their own power.
191
 
Finally, and not unexpectedly given Ellacuría’s exhaustive philosophical focus 
upon the problem of wealth and poverty in Chapter 5,
192
 the prophetic nature of Jesus’ 
ministry also lends this question high priority. In developing the theme, what stands as 
essential for him is the “unitary relationship” (la relaciόn unitaria) between them: as he 
puts it, “that wealth which creates the poor and that poverty which denounces the 
                                                                                                                                                 
Grace Historicized,” 68f. He says, “One of the most relevant contributions stemming from the teaching of 
the great mystics (Teresa of Ávila, John of the Cross and Ignatius of Loyola), is what we may call their 
Christian realism. This realism involves the appraisal of an attitude toward human realities and possessions 
and, in more general terms, toward ‘creatures’. In contemporary language we would say that it involves the 
appraisal of and attitude toward the body and human psychology, toward the social, cultural and economic 
goods that share the human condition. The attitude of the mystics toward these realities is marked by a 
fundamental conviction: sin is present in human reality, hence this reality is ambiguous, but the Spirit of 
God is likewise present in all these realities, hence these realities are also ways to God, in the measure that 
we purify and liberate our faith and our love (mind and heart),” 45. 
191 Ellacuría, “Carácter político de la misión de Dios” in ET II, 21 my translation. 
192 Chapter 5, “From Civilization of Capital to Civilization of Poverty: Toward a Historicization of 
the Common Good.” 
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malevolent existence of wealth.”193 Moreover, there is for Ellacuría a more direct 
theological dimension to this problem: its idolatrous nature.
194
 That said, this idolatry is 
seldom ever so crude as to amount to a denial of God and a divinization of wealth per se, 
but rather a more subtle process where God is disfigured through becoming “God of the 
wealthy,” where accumulating wealth becomes something unambiguously blessed. As 
Ellacuría insists, the anti-Christian nature of this “capitalist” orientation, if not 
demonstrable in historical terms – which he clearly thinks it is – is palpably so through 
the admonitions of Jesus, in the sense that he gives clear warnings about the seduction of 
riches and the manner in which they choke the word, leaving it unproductive (Mt. 13:22). 
While referring to various passages, Ellacuría analyses in particular the incident 
of the rich young man (Mt. 19:16-22, Mk.10:17-31, Lk. 18:18-30). Germane to his 
discussion is his rejection of the common exegesis that holds the story to be either ascetic 
in emphasis, as implied in Matthew, where the question of perfection arises, or in the 
                                                 
193 Ellacuría, “Carácter político de la misión de Dios” in ET II, 22, my translation. This 
understanding of the dichotomy wealth-poverty and the dynamics of that relationship is I suspect still 
grounded in the theory of dependence, although Ellacuría appears to be aware of the manner in which 
history had moved on and new more adequate variations of the theory were being debated. What is 
consistent as I have explained in chapter 5 in the section on “civilization of poverty’ is his condemnation of 
the “economicista” interpretation of development that considers economicsand end in itself, frequently at 
the cost of human beings. For an acknowledgment of the changes in development theory over the years, see 
Gustavo Gutiérrez, “Introduction –Expanding the View” in A Theology of Liberation (New York, 
Maryknoll, Orbis, 1988), xxiv. Also see Ellacuría, “Hacia un desarrollo liberador de los pueblos,” ET III, 
421f. 
194 I discussed this in chapter 5, “From civilization of capital to civilization of poverty: toward a 
historicization of the common good,”in terms of people’s dehumanization, both rich and poor, that 
Ellacuría develops in his article, “El desafio de las mayorías pobres” in EU, 300. To repeat, “this 
civilization of capital has led to and is leading to…the palpable dehumanization of those who prefer to 
abandon themselves to the brutal task of becoming through the excited and rushed productivity of having, 
of the accumulation of wealth, power and honor and the ever-changing range of consumer goods.” 
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other versions, spiritualistic in nature, in the sense of the focus being directed toward life 
eternal, life after death. In contrast, he contends in a way that drives the reading back to 
reality, that 
It is fundamentally about being Christian, following Christ. The mere observance 
of the commandments does not constitute Christianity;…one does not possess 
eternal life through simply keeping the commandments. The Christian is not just 
an ethical entity who keeps the laws, but rather a person who follows the life of 
Jesus in the faith…One of the inescapable conditions of this following is to leave 
wealth, giving it to the poor. Only in this way can one follow and in this consists 
the taking up of the cross…Only those who are free of wealth are in the condition 
to follow Jesus and to continue his mission.
195
 
In this sense the emphasis falls for Ellacuría upon the practical aspects of faith, 
upon that which is lived out in loyalty to God through the maintenance and building-up 
of justice between people. 
Now Ellacuría not only examines this question of wealth and poverty from the 
position of the rich, but also and perhaps most importantly from that of the poor. In so 
doing, he refers to two readings of considerable weight in both Matthew and Luke. In 
Matthew he considers the eschatological passage concerning the judgment. (Mt. 25: 31-
46). Dividing it into two parts, he underscores in the first instance the way in which the 
judgment is determined according to “a very material catalogue with immediate reference 
to the needy: the hungry, the thirsty, the naked, the sick and the imprisoned. In the second 
instance, the identification of the actions with the needy and in the same breath the Son of 
Man, makes it clear that the two are intricately associated, if not one. Moreover, Ellacuría 
                                                 
195 Ellacuría, “Carácter político de la misión de Dios” in ET II, 27, my translation. 
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underscores that the judgment is based upon criteria that are not in any way expressly 
supernatural, cultic or even religious. Indeed, the actions are done by the righteous 
unaware that the Son of man actually lives among or in the needy. With a sharp barb, 
Ellacuría attacks the religious right who so passionately attack the Christian left for its 
“horizontalism.” As he contends, “Those that accuse the political mission of the Church 
of horizontalism should return more frequently to this text of the final judgment to 
measure the meaning of its words.”196 
His reference to Luke deals with the question of Jesus’ preaching at the beginning 
of his ministry (Lk. 4: 18-21). In the synagogue, Jesus mixes his mission of the Jubilee 
year as the year of grace with third Isaiah (Is. 61: 1-10; 62:1-12; 63:1-19), “The Spirit of 
the Lord is upon me because he has anointed me; he has sent me to announce good news 
to the poor, to proclaim release for prisoners and recovery of sight to the blind; to let the 
broken victims go free, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor…Today, he said, in your 
very hearing this text has come true.”197 In citing the text, Ellacuría underscores that 
Jesus’ ministry is not just in the prophetic line, but also with what the prophetic line 
enjoys of political mission and its role in attending to the basic necessities of the poor 
through the lens of the reign of God. Accordingly, “In this line, one has to situate the 
activity of Jesus amidst the satisfaction of material necessities. Whatever is the critical 
                                                 
196 Ibid., 28, my translation. 
197 NEB. 
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reading of the miracles, it is impossible to doubt that the primitive community saw in the 
resolution of concrete necessities, the sign of the reign’s very presence.”198 
Now Jesus’ propheticism was marked according to Ellacuría by the twin 
dimensions of the relationship between the human being and God and the dialectical 
relationship between wealth and poverty in the light of the reign. His understanding of 
Jesus’ messianism however is grounded elsewhere; in what can be detected of Jesus’ own 
messianic consciousness. His analysis of the temptations focuses upon the question of 
what interpretation Jesus himself furnishes regarding his messianism. The temptation in 
the desert before his ministry begins (Mk. 1:12-13; Mt 4: 1-11; Lk 4:1-13) involves the 
manner in which Satan puts forward a series of propositions, all marked by the idea of “a 
messianism of great material gain, of triumphal presence among dazzled people and the 
imposition of his reign through the power and glory of political states.”199 
The second temptation has to do with Jesus’ question as to his identity. Peter’s 
response to Jesus concerns his conviction that he is not just a prophet but the Messiah 
(Mk 8:27; Mt 16:13; Lk 9:18), whereupon in all gospels Jesus warns against 
triumphalism, underscoring the way of the cross. It is however in Mark and Matthew, 
where in the latter, even after Jesus’ special affirmation of Peter’s insight, that he 
remonstrates with the apostle, and in all likelihood, with himself, with the words, “Away 
                                                 
198 Ellacuría, “Carácter político de la misión de Dios” in ET II, 29, my translation. 
199 Ellacuría, “Dimensiόn política del mesianismo de Jesús” in ET II, 46, my translation. 
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with you Satan…you think as men think, not as God thinks.”200 Ellacuría explains, 
“[T]his proposition amounts to a scandal, a temptation for Jesus and his disciples: a very 
real snare, since if it were not so, it would be impossible to explain his psychological and 
theological indignation.”201 
The third temptation Ellacuría places on the Mount of Olives. Warning that a 
traditional reading of the passage (Lk 22:39-53, Mk 14: 32-50, Mt 26:36-46) only leads 
to a restricted interpretation; he insists upon one that takes into account the events that 
have already passed: Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem with its clear messianic overtones and in 
the synoptics, the violent expulsion of the merchants from the temple. In the light of these 
precursors, the withdrawal to the Mount of Olives is for Ellacuría Jesus’ precaution 
against his enemies; a hidden place to which only Judas could have led the Roman cohort. 
Finally, in the knowledge that his messianism has apparently failed, it occurs to him amid 
                                                 
200 The translation differs a little in Mark and Matthew. In Mark, the text reads Ύπαγε οπίσω μου, 
Σατανα, ότι ου φρονεις τά του θεου αλλά τά των ανθρώπων” whereas Matthew adds “ςκάνδαλον ει εμου” 
“you are a stumbling block to me.” Eduard Schweizer underscores the sheer strength of the saying 
concerning Peter as the stumbling block. Just prior he had referred to him as “Peter the rock” upon which “I 
will build my church and the powers of death shall never conquer it.” (Mt.16:18, NEB). In short Peter the 
rock (πέτρα) constitutes in an extraordinarily dramatic way a stumbling block (πέτρα ςκανδάλου Isa.8:14-
15) to Jesus. Schweizer, The Good News According to Matthew, trans. David E. Green, (London, SPCK, 
1976), 345. The term “stumbling block” itself has two basic meanings in the New Testament: firstly the 
idea of something that trips one up, that bars the way (Mt. 13:21, 1 Cor 1:23, Gal 5:11). Secondly there is 
the idea of a trap, a snare or bait. The idea of an allurement for instance exists in Rom 16:17. The meaning 
of Jesus in reference to Peter’s statement in the discussion appears to be a bit of both. See Alan Richardson, 
ed A Theological Wordbook of the Bible (London, SCM, 1957), 248 and William Barclay, New Testament 
Words, (London, SCM, 1973), 255-258. 
201 Ellacuría, “Dimensiόn política del mesianismo de Jesús” in ET II, 48, my translation. 
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a fit of sweat and blood, to call upon the Father to send twelve legions of angels “to 
regain his condition of triumphant messiah.”202 
In sum, these temptations imply for Ellacuría that the political dimension was 
never far from Jesus’ own consciousness. Yes he overcame it, but as the great temptation. 
That said –and this is Ellacuría’s crucial point – Jesus did not go to the other extreme, 
eliminating the “political bite” from his message of salvation. If he had in fact done that, 
the fate that befell him would never have occurred. 
Now while the temptations explain much about Jesus’ political and theological 
consciousness, it is, contends Ellacuría, his place with regard to the zealots that explains 
his politics most clearly. Here Ellacuría claims a certain proximity between Jesus and the 
zealots. In particular he cites their presence among some of Jesus closest disciples.
203
 
Moreover he contends that many of Jesus’ own views bore certain correlation with those 
of the zealot movement. With this in mind he refers to Jesus’ attitudes: his sympathy with 
the publicans, his hostility toward the religious classes and their exploitation of the 
people, and his opposition to Herod (Lk 13: 31f). The issue of the sword – that is the 
appropriation of violence – is something that Ellacuría reads in a nuanced fashion, clearly 
influenced by the Salvadoran situation in which he is immersed. Rather than assuming 
Jesus to be pacifistic, he takes seriously not just the well-known Matthean reading about 
                                                 
202 Ibid, 49, my translation. 
203 Ellacuría refers to a number of instances, all of which are credible but which are seldom 
referred to in general biblical scholarship. He alludes to the account concerning Gamaliel the Pharisee, a 
member of the Council of Jerusalem, whereupon the apostles being brought before them, counsels caution, 
linking the Christians to other groups with political motives (Acts 5:27-32), ibid. 
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“All who take the sword, die by the sword” (Mt 26:52), but also the Lucan one, where 
Jesus changes his advice from that of the earlier sending-out of his disciples. In this latter 
advice he tells them “whoever has a purse had better take it with them and his pack too; 
and if he has no sword, let him sell his cloak to buy one.” (Lk 22:36f).204 He accordingly 
concludes, “[A]mong Jesus’ followers, there exists the use of violence, the path which he 
refuses to follow. This does not suppose that the gospel must be announced with the 
sword, in the form of a crusade. However sin must be resisted, even by violence when it 
itself is violent. Moreover this resistance to violent sin may even become bloody. That 
said, Jesus does not feel this vocation; his violence will be of another sort.”205 Finally 
Ellacuría briefly refers to the action in the temple. There Jesus clearly uses force and is 
supported by his followers. As Ellacuría rightly points out, this action concerned not the 
Romans’ desecration of the sacred space, that which constantly preoccupied the zealots, 
but instead the Jewish aristocratic priestly caste’s economic and religious infra-structure. 
What this is about, he concludes, is not so much political religiosity, but rather an 
                                                 
204 NEB. 
205 Ellacuría, “Dimensiόn política del mesianismo de Jesús” in ET II, 51, my translation. For a 
cogent pacifist view which contrasts with Ellacuría’s but also enjoys some parallels, see John Howard 
Yoder, The Politics of Jesus (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Eerdmans Publishing, 1972). Yoder’s 
understanding of pacificism is one that breaks the old order apart and in this sense is violent. He writes, 
“The believer’s cross must be like his Lord’s, the price of his social non-conformity. It is not, like sickness 
or catastrophe, an inexplicable, unpredictable suffering; it is the end of a path freely chosen after counting 
the cost. It is not, like Luther’s or Thomas Müntzer’s or Zinzendorf’s or Kierkegaard’s cross or Anfechtung, 
an inward wrestling of the sensitive soul with self and sin; it is the social reality of representing in an 
unwilling world, the Order to come,” 97. It is this ethic of pacificism that does violence for which Yoder 
argues and sums up beautifully in the words, “The cross of Christ is the model of Christian social efficacy, 
the power of God for those who believe. Vicit agnus noster eum sequamur. Our Lamb has conquered; him 
let us follow,” 250. 
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authentic relationship with God, challenging the temple’s desecration by mercantilism 
and commercialism. 
In the light of this discussion, Ellacuría concludes that what actually distinguishes 
Jesus from the zealots are two things. The first is that Jesus does not identify with their 
religious nationalism. In place of assuming a narrow religio-political agenda, Jesus 
becomes more open, more universalistic, even though as the biblical witness attests, he 
feels called to first address the children of Israel. As Ellacuría states, “In his preaching, 
there prevails the concept of the poor over that of the Jew; that is to say that there prevails 
a social-humanistic (my italics) concept over that of the religious-political. He definitely 
locates himself in the universalistic line of the prophets and he carries this forward.”206 
The second difference concerns Jesus’ rejection of the zealots’ “religious 
immediatism” that identifies in an altogether too simple manner, the reign of God with a 
given theocratic political rule. This confusion of the reign of God with the reign of this 
world, leads to a religious fanaticism, the consequences of which, Ellacuría holds, are 
“deplorable.” The point to be underscored here is this: that it is one thing to acknowledge 
that there is an intrinsic connection between the reign of God and the reign of this world 
and quite another, an identification of both. For Ellacuría, the Christological doctrine of 
                                                 
206 Ellacuría, “Dimensiόn política del mesianismo de Jesús” in ET II, 52, my translation. Jan 
Milich Lochman agrees in his brief análisis. He writes, “He was not a Zealot; he did not champion the 
Jewish struggle for liberation from the Romans. But it was not because the Zealots were too radical for him 
that he marked his distance from them, but rather because their idea of liberation was too shallow, too 
restricted, too narrowly confined within the context of political rebellion,” Lochman, Reconciliation and 
Liberation: Challenging a One Dimensional View of Salvation, translated from the German by David 
Lewis, (Belfast, Christian Journals Ltd, 1980), 137. 
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the Jesus of two distinct natures, neither confused nor mixed, but rather radically unified 
in one transcendence, constitutes a guide to which Christians need always appeal to avoid 
the zealot error.
207
 
In sum then, for Ellacuría, Jesus’ messianism is characterized by an approach that 
includes the socio-political, but is not limited to it. He was mistaken for a zealot precisely 
because of the seriousness with which he took the socio-political dimension of his 
ministry, even though that dimension could not account for all his work.
208
 Significant in 
this understanding is Ellacuría’s approach, marked as I have indicated in this and past 
chapters, by his non-dualistic interpretation of both human experience and God. Just as 
his philosophical method speaks of the human as a reality animal – one who realizes 
himself in reality - and God as transcendent and immanent without oppositions or 
conflation, so his political faith takes into account both the human-in-reality and that 
same reality as theologal.
209
 Accordingly, 
Jesus seeks to convert a politicized religion into a political faith. He does not 
abandon the idea of saving the human being, but he takes into account the totality 
of human salvation; from salvation in history it is necessary to pass to one that is 
meta-historical. In the same breath it is the announcement of meta-historical 
salvation that will help in what must be an authentic salvation in history, just as 
                                                 
207 Ibid. 
208 The pathos of the significance of this ‘mistaken identity’ as a rebel is not lost on those who 
read Ellacuría’s life – see chapter 3. In a lecture delivered on January 19th, 1982, he joked, “If one day they 
find me killed, it will not be because they mistook me for an astronaut.” See “La muerte de Jesús: Realidad 
y teologización” in RLT no. 58 (2003), 117-134. 
209 I am indebted to Michael Lee for this succinct way of putting it. Lee, Bearing the Weight of 
Salvation: The Soteriology of Ignacio Ellacuría, 81. 
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this authentic salvation in history will serve as the only valid sign of what humans 
can understand as meta-historical salvation.
210
 
Jesus’ death: how and why? 
In keeping with his historicism, grounded in his philosophy and applied through 
his theology, Ellacuría asks not just the question, why did Jesus die, but why was he 
killed.
211
 His insistence upon the primacy of the historical logos drives this question, 
along with his reservations about the adequacy of the traditional atonement constructs 
that have almost exclusively interpreted Jesus’ death in terms of expiation, construed 
abstractly or ahistorically.
212
 This does not suggest that he rejects out-of-hand the 
theological interpretative issue; clearly he accepts the salvific meaning of Jesus’ death. 
Nevertheless, quite typically he questions any theological explanation that marginalizes 
the reality of Jesus’ life and witness. Indeed in his article, “The Death of Jesus: Reality 
                                                 
210 Ellacuría, “Dimensiόn política del mesianismo de Jesús” in ET II, 57, my translation. Earlier in 
the same article he status in similar vein, “The Messiah had a clear political dimension and Jesus tried to 
transcend this…but did not avoid it. This point is key in our study: despite the ambiguities to which Jesus 
could have dedicated his life style, he actually chose no other; this must be seen as a theological fact of first 
importance. Salvation history has a close relationship with salvation in history; as a mediation of complete 
salvation, salvation in history has an unavoidable socio-political dimension. Passing through it, it is 
possible to transcend it, but perhaps without it, it is impossible to go beyond, if this going beyond is in any 
way to be real,” 41, my translation. Sobrino pens an article that superbly synthesizes this dynamic in terms 
of political holiness where holiness requires politics and politics holiness. See Sobrino, “Political Holiness: 
A Profile” in A Spirituality of Liberation: Toward Political Holiness, trans. Robert Barr, (New York, 
Maryknoll,Orbis, 1988), first published as Liberación con espíritu, (Santander, Spain, Editorial Sal Térrae, 
1985). 
211 Ellacuría, “¿Por qué muere Jesús y por qué lo matan?,” ET II, 67-88. 
212 Jan Milic Lochman in Reconciliation and Liberation: Challenging a One Dimensional View of 
Salvation, trans. David Lewis, (Belfast: Christian Journals Ltd, 1980), does not deal with the historical 
Jesus in the detail or comprehensiveness of Ellacuría, but edges toward Ellacuría’s conclusion, focusing 
upon the three dominant atonement theories as discussed by Gustaf Aulen: the Classical, the Latin and the 
Subjective Humanist. While affirming these, he argues that none of these actually adequately explains or 
develops the dynamic of reconciliation “transposed into political terms” as liberation, 114. In doing this, he 
develops a section on “The History of Jesus Christ as History of Liberation,” 136f. 
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and Theologization,”213 he points out that the question, “Why did he die?” amounts to a 
theologization of Jesus’ death, while that of “Why was he killed?” reflects the reality. 
Digging deeper, the essence of Ellacuría’s fundamental objection to the traditional 
atonement theories is that they present Jesus’ death as something that is a natural 
necessity rather than an historical one. Such an approach casts a veil over what historical 
evil actually possesses of sin, detracting from the responsibility of those who historically 
speaking murdered the prophets and perhaps most importantly, continue to crucify 
humanity. He writes, 
Scripture itself upon justifying the passion of Jesus indicates its necessity and 
even the formula, by means of a principle: “Didn’t the Messiah have to suffer 
(edei pathein) all of this in order to enter into his glory?” (Lk. 24:36). But this 
“having to” suffer “in order to reach his fullness is a historical “having to.” 
Historical not because the prophets had announced it, but instead because the 
prophets foreshadowed the event in what had befallen them. The necessity then is 
grounded in what happened to the prophets, in the opposition between the 
announcement of the reign and the historical verification of sin. Their resistance 
to the oppressive powers and the struggle for historical liberation brought them 
persecution and death. But this resistance and struggle was nothing other than the 
historical consequence of a life that responded to the word of God. Such long 
experience especially as measured in and through the life of Jesus, leads to the 
conclusion that in our historical world, the path through persecution and death is 
necessary to reach the glory of God. Moreover, the reason cannot be clearer: if the 
reign of God and the reign of sin are two opposed realities, and each has as 
protagonist the human being of flesh and blood who holds the power of 
oppressive domination, it can only be exercised against those who only have the 
power of their word and life, offered for the salvation of many.
214
 
                                                 
213 Ellacuría, “La muerte de Jesús: Realidad y teologización” in RLT, 58, (2003), 118. 
214 Ellacuría, “El pueblo crucificado: Ensayo de soteriología histórica,” ET II, 147, my translation, 
first published in Cruz y resurrección (Mexico, 1978, 49-82) and subsequently, Ellacuría, Conversión de la 
Iglesia al reino de Dios: Para anunciarlo y realizarlo en la historia, (Santander, Sal Térrea, 1984, 25-63); 
RLT, 18, 1989, 305-333; and Ellacuría and Sobrino, eds., ML,II, (Madrid, Editorial Trotta, 1990), 189-216. 
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This alternative that underlines historical necessity rather than the natural as the 
cause of Jesus’ death, insists Ellacuría, is well and truly articulated in the gospels 
themselves. Indeed the gospels – in particular Mark and John – each present the life of 
Jesus as a growing opposition between him and those who ultimately cause his death.
215
 
Throughout all of this, he contends, Jesus’ own self-consciousness reflects a man who 
was by no means entirely clear about things. 
The prayer of Jesus that the hour might pass from him, as much as his despair 
until the point of death, constitute historical information that is not consistent with 
a clear vision of his resurrection or triumph over the Prince of this world. If the 
capacity to free himself from the human trap of Judas and his Jewish enemies was 
not given him, it is hardly credible to believe that in this fiasco Jesus could have 
seen with complete clarity the meaning of his death, as did the post-passion 
community.
216
 
This same perplexity, Ellacuría points out, is reflected in the actual crucifixion, 
where “Jesus’ last words dramatically demonstrate his dark and confused consciousness, 
with regard to the meaning of his death.”217 Ellacuría’s analysis of the texts, then, leads 
him to conclude that not even the most primitive theological elaboration felt authorized to 
place on the lips of Jesus in the gospels, a clear understanding of his death. Indeed, “Jesus 
                                                 
215 For a detailed discussión of conflict as central to the reign of God, see José M.Castillo, El reino 
de Dios: Por la vida y la dignidad humana de los seres humanos, (Bilbao, Spain, Desclée de Brouwer, 
2004), chapter 5, 79-104. 
216 Ellacuría, “¿Por qué muere Jesús y por qué lo matan?” ET II, 76, my translation. 
217 Ibid. Ellacuría lists the points of the various gospels: Luke 23: speaks of Jesus’ prayer to the 
Father seeking forgiveness for those who know not what they are doing; Luke 23:24 seeks forgiveness for 
the seditious rebel crucified next to him; John 19:26-27 announces Jesus’ words concerning his mother 
Mary and the beloved disciple; Matthew 27:46 and Mark 15:34 testify that Jesus’ enemies heard Jesus call 
upon Elijah to save him, as he calls upon God in despair, “My God, my God, why has thou forsaken me?.” 
John 19:28 adds the words “I thirst” and 19:30 “It is accomplished” and only Luke 23:46 states, “Father 
into thy hands I commit my spirit.” 
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dies hounded by his enemies and abandoned by his disciples. All of it, a result of what he 
did in his life, a result of his radical opposition to those who had just defeated him 
through crucifying him.”218 In Ellacuría’s opinion, there is in Jesus’ experience no clear 
mystical expiation from beyond history, from outside of history. What unravels is the 
direct consequence of Jesus’ announcement of and actions toward the reign of God 
among human beings, that very order of things which those who stood for religious, 
social and political power virulently opposed. 
In conclusion, consistent with his commitment to theology as historical 
soteriology, Ellacuría brings light to bear upon the historical Jesus, upon the historical 
reality of Jesus as communicated through the gospels, upon the social, economic and 
political dimensions of his existence and ministry which help explain the reasons for his 
death by execution.
219
 In theological terms, any thinking that entertains the idea of the 
salvific significance of his death, whether involving, “the language of redemption or 
expiation, must include the implications of the fact that Jesus was killed.”220 Lee puts it 
movingly, 
When Christians “stand at the foot of the cross,” they must do so acknowledging 
that the cross is a political form of execution. Thus, if Christians are moved to 
discipleship in that gaze upon the cross, that discipleship should possess the 
                                                 
218 Ibid., 78, my translation. 
219 Concerning the brutal and political reality of crucifixion see Martin Hengel, Crucifixion trans. 
John Bowden (London: SCM Press, 1977), esp. chapter 7. 
220 Lee, Bearing the Weight of Salvation: The Soteriology of Ignacio Ellacuría, 84. 
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social-economic-political marks that characterized Jesus’ life: a historical way of 
the cross.
221
 
The Crucified Majorities as the Principle of Salvation 
Jesus’ life and death was shaped by historical necessity, by the direct 
consequences of his announcement of and actions toward the reign of God. It was these 
actions which those who stood for religious, social and political power fiercely opposed. 
For Ellacuría continuity of such a life is not solely or even most importantly expressed 
mystically or sacramentally, but instead historically. As he puts it, 
The uniqueness of Jesus does not reside in his separateness from humanity but in 
the definitive character of his person and in the salvific omnipresence that fell to 
him…The continuity (on the other hand) is not simply mystical and sacramental, 
just as his action on earth was not simply mystical and sacramental. Put in another 
way, it is not the cult, nor even the Eucharistic celebration, that is the totum 
(whole) of the presence and continuity of Jesus. Rather what is required is the 
historical continuation of what he realized and how he realized it.
222
 
In making this point, Ellacuría locates in the poor of this world the continuation of 
the crucifixion, but who in the same breath as suffering servants give supreme expression 
to the principle of salvation for the world: shedding light on salvation and appealing for a 
profound understanding of what it means to follow Jesus. In pursuing this theme as part 
of theology’s ethical dimension, I shall initially explore Ellacuría’s treatment of the poor 
as the privileged place for theological reflection. Then I shall turn my attention to the 
                                                 
221 Ibid. 
222 Ellacuría, “El pueblo crucificado: Ensayo de soterología histórica” in ET II, 152, my 
translation. 
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crucified, to those who bear the weight of the sin of the world, and who in doing so also 
become the world’s source of salvation. 
The Crucified Poor: bearing the weight of the sin of the world 
In that which follows I shall initially explore Ellacuría’s approach to the poor and 
then turn to their role as bearers of the weight of the world’s sin. 
Ellacuría contends that the poor in Latin America are the privileged place of 
theological reflection because they constitute “the maximal and scandalous prophetic and 
apocalyptic presence of the Christian God.”223 This much is clear in the first three 
chapters of this dissertation where I repeatedly alluded to the manner in which 
Salvadoran society was torn apart by the power of the new theological insights and 
pastoral applications that led to virtual genocide of the poor. Of this theological re-
emergence of the poor, he writes, 
The theological concept of the poor has recovered in the last fifteen years the 
exceptional relevance that it had in the preaching of the prophets, the 
evangelization of Jesus, and the best moments of the Church. It is a hopeful sign 
of Church renewal. To the permanent temptation that wants to see in wealth and 
power the blessing of God …there responds ever more overtly the priority of the 
reality of the poor, of their evangelizing and salvific potential, and even of their 
importance as a strictly theological concept.
224
 
In underscoring the importance of the poor, Ellacuría engages in a hermeneutical 
exercise, explaining their significance and meaning in socio-economic, theologal, 
                                                 
223 Ellacuría, “Los pobres, ‘lugar teológico’ en América Latina,” in ET I, 148, my translation, also 
in Conversión de la Iglesia al reino de Dios: para anunciarlo y realizarlo en la historia, (San Salvador, 
UCA, 1989), 153-178, first published in Misión Abierta, 4-5 (1981), 225-240. 
224 Ellacuría, “Pobres” in ET II, 172, my translation, first published in C.Floristán and J.J.Tamayo, 
eds., Conceptos fundamentales de pastoral, (Madrid, Trotta, 1983), 786-802. 
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christological, soteriological and ecclesiological terms. Amongst the points he raises, the 
following are of special significance. 
Firstly, he contends that as a socio-economic concept the poor are those who have 
unmet fundamental material needs, whether in relation to a given acceptable minimum or 
relative to other people and social groups. Central to his insight is that these poor 
constitute the majority of the earth’s human population. There have never been, he 
suggests, more poor people than exist today.
225
 In furthering his argument, he avers that 
poverty is both “dialectical” and “political.” By “dialectical,” he refers to the essential 
relationship between poverty and wealth: in short there are poor because there are rich 
and there are rich because there are poor.
226
 In developing his insight, he insists that “The 
materiality of poverty is the real fundamental element and consists not so much in lacking 
that which is indispensable, but in being dialectically dispossessed of the fruit of one’s 
work and even work itself, along with the abuse of social and political power by those 
                                                 
225 This point would now be under challenge as in places such as India and China, more people are 
being rescued from poverty than ever before, in large part due to free-market investment. That said 
Ellacuría’s criticisms of the civilization of capital remain credible, for the situation is more ambiguous than 
often claimed. My conversations with the Australian High Commissioner to India, Peter Verghese and the 
head of AusAID to India, Russell Rollason, in May 2011, included the theme of the development model of 
both countries. In each case, both gentlemen suggested that free-market development has led to gains for 
the rising middle classes and has rescued many from absolute poverty. However many rural poor have been 
forgotten and excluded, leading in India to frustration and the increasing influence of the Maoist Naxalites 
in their guerilla war against the police and military. In China evidence is increasing regarding the 
restiveness of the millions who serve as cheap labor in the massive construction industry in cities such as 
Shanghai. Both Verghese and Rollason believe the Chinese model in particular to be unsustainable, not just 
because one day it will have to slow, but more importantly because of the appalling social misery it 
currently generates. 
226 He writes with considerable anger, “If the poor are the impoverished, the rich are those who 
impoverish; if the poor are the dispossessed, the rich are the possessors; if the poor are the oppressed and 
repressed, the rich are the oppressors and repressors.” my translation, Ellacuría, “Los pobres, ‘lugar 
teológico’ en América Latina,” in ET I, 142. See also Julio de Santa Ana, ed., Towards a Church of the 
Poor (Geneva, WCC,1979), Part I, chapter 3, “Accumulation of Wealth – Growth of Poverty,” 34-47. 
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who through plunder enrich themselves.”227 In putting his case, Ellacuría is clear that it is 
not necessary to have to recur to Marxism to arrive at such conclusions, since neither 
Scripture nor the Church Fathers were by any means shy about arguing for poverty’s 
dialectical nature.
228
 By “political” he refers to the manner in which poor communities 
“have begun to establish themselves as subjects of their own history,”229 pointing out that 
such initiatives necessarily imply and involve the political.
230
. Complementing this idea 
he also speaks of the “ethical-political” and the “ethical-personal” since poverty does not 
depend so much upon natural factors as historical ones, meaning that poverty has more to 
do with social arrangements, or as he puts it, “configurations” and what individuals 
actually do to each other and ultimately put-up with. 
The theologal concept of poverty is Ellacuría’s way of expressing his 
commitment to God’s transcendence in history; something that I examined earlier in this 
chapter and which constitutes one of the fundamental expressions of his attack on 
                                                 
227 Ibid., 144, my translation. I have discussed this earlier in this chapter in the context of Jesus’ 
propheticism and the “relación unitaria” between poverty and wealth. I have also developed the theme in 
detail in chapter 5, “From Civilization of Capital to Civilization of Poverty: Toward a Historicization of the 
Common Good.” 
228 He refers to Luke’s gospel and James as well as the “great Church Fathers.” For good analyses 
of the biblical tradition concerning poverty and wealth, which more or less actually concur with Ellacuría’s 
perspective, see Conrad Boerma, Rich Man, Poor Man – and the Bible, trans. John Bowden from the 
Dutch, (London, SCM, 1979) and Julio de Santa Ana, ed., Good News to the Poor: The Challenge of the 
Poor in the History of the Church, (Geneva, WCC, 1977), chapter 6, “The Prophets of the Church in the 
Time of Constantine” 65-80 and chapter 7, “The Western Church in the Late Middle Ages: The ‘Sequela 
Christi and the Practice of Charity,” 81-94. 
229 Ellacuría, “Pobres” in ET II, 175, my translation. 
230 Ibid. He refers to Thomas Müntzer and the peasant uprising and the Jesuit “reducciones” in 
Paraguay. For a brilliant discussion of Müntzer see Gordon Rupp, Part III, “Thomas Müntzer: The 
Reformer as Rebel” in Patterns of Reformation, (London, Epworth Press, 1969), 157-353. 
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theological idealism.
231
 For Ellacuría, the fact that God the Son chose to opt 
preferentially for the poor and additionally to make himself poor in the process, 
demonstrates that the poor have a special place in God’s very heart. Nevertheless, he 
contends that the poor really amount to the failure of God the Father in as much as 
instead of disappearing in this world order, they have multiplied to the point of becoming 
the majority of human beings. Here Ellacuría, already committed to the real in history, 
rejects, as indeed he must, any escape to an interior or purely transcendent reign of God. 
In appealing to the Beatitudes – he does not cite either Matthew or Luke, although one 
senses his priority for the latter where Jesus announces the “good news to the poor along 
with the bad news to the rich”232 – he depicts a just God who “gives to the poor what is 
                                                 
231 This chapter, “God transcendent in history: the ‘theologal’.” 
232 Matthew 5:3-12 includes eight beatitudes as part of the Sermon on the Mount that tend to 
interiorize the nature of “spiritual poverty.” The Lukan version (Lk. 6:20-22), generally deemed to be 
earlier and more original, are more exteriorized and historicized and include only four beatitudes to the 
poor, the materially poor, and four woes to the rich (Lk. 6: 24-26). This difference is noted even in fairly 
dated commentaries with no ‘axe to grind’: see Alfred Plummer, Gospel According to St Luke, International 
Critical Commentary, (Edinburgh: T&T Clarke, 1977), 179f. Plummer certainly gets right the idea of 
actual poverty (his italics), but then goes on to lessen the impact by quoting Eusebius’ treatment, limiting 
the words of Jesus to the disciples and to effectively spiritual poverty alone: “But ‘to you my disciples, 
poverty is a blessing, because it preserves you in your dependence on God, and helps you to be truly his 
subjects’…Some of these disciples had made themselves poor by surrendering all in order to follow 
Christ.”, 180. For his part, Jeremias is more abrupt, saying, “The Lucan tradition has in mind those who are 
really poor, just as in the continuation of the beatitudes it is thinking of those who are really hungry, who 
really weep and are really persecuted.” Even so he qualifies his conclusion alittle like Plummer, in saying 
that the poor (πτωχοί) cannot be limited to those who “who have no material possessions, the proletariat,” 
but that “the Lucan tradition is thinking of the disciples who have to suffer poverty, hunger and persecution 
because of their discipleship,” Jeremias, New Testament Theology, Vol I, (London, SCM, 1975), 112. 
Turning to more potentially politicized contexts; the Chilean Bishops Conference, in 1971, within the first 
twelve months of the Marxist socialist government of Allende, with which it had problems, proved 
reluctant to permit any association of the Chilean lower classes with the biblical poor. In the declaration 
Gospel, Politics and Socialisms (Evangelio,Política y Socialismos), Santiago, 1971, they said, “…Of 
course, this does not prevent the church from preferring – decidedly and with a whole heart, just like Christ 
himself – and consecrating itself to the service of those whom he preferred and who always shall be his: the 
suffering, the poor and the abandoned…But this by no means implies identifying Christ with a particular 
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theirs and to the rich what they deserve, a God who sympathizes with the poor and who 
commits himself to act in their favor. In short, the King of the reign of God cannot be 
genuinely so, if his reign, his new order of things, is incapable of assuring justice through 
defending the poor and weak against the predatory powerful and oppressive rich. For 
Ellacuría, only when God saves the poor will he really be the promised savior God. One 
senses in this discussion an extraordinarily tested theologian, a theologian who quite 
rightly sees in the misery of the majorities, the greatest challenge to Christian belief.
233
 
                                                                                                                                                 
social class or political group,” 21-22, my translation. Nevertheless, the same bishops two years later in the 
document, “The Kingdom of God Suffers Violence-Matthew 11:12) (El reino de Dios sufre violencia-
Mateo 11.12), found a new voice, more closely linking the lower classes with the biblical poor. There, 
citing the Lucan passage of the Beatitudes, the poor are defined as the exploited and oppressed, with Jesus 
as the surety. To the credit of the bishops, the association was finally if belatedly made. The document 
under the new military dictatorship never saw the light of day. 
233 Lee refers to this as the apophatic moment in which the “absence of God is most painfully felt,” 
Lee, Bearing the Weight of Salvation: The Soteriology of Ignacio Ellacuría, 87. Sobrino takes up this 
question of God in a suffering world in the article, “Teología en un mundo sufriente: La teología de la 
liberación como ‘intellectus amoris’,” in Sobrino, El principio-misericordia: Bajar de la cruz a los pueblos 
crucificados (Santander, Spain, Sal Térrea, 1992), 47-80, first published in RLT 15, (1988), 243-266. In 
English, “Theology in a Suffering World: Theology as ‘Intellectus Amoris’” trans. José Pedrozo and Paul 
F. Knitter, in Paul F. Knitter, ed., Pluralism and Oppression: Theology in World Perspective (Lanham, 
University Press of America, 1988), 154-167. Two significant articles related to Ellacuría’s view regarding 
God’s credibility as tied up with the tangible historical signs of his reign, are Rosemary Radford Ruether’s. 
“Anti-Semistism and Christian Theology,” in Eva Flesichner, ed., Auschwitz: Beginning of a New Era? 
Reflections on the Holocaust, (New York, KTAV Publishing, 1977), 79-92, and John K. Roth, “A 
Theodicy of Protest” in S. Davies, ed., Encountering Evil, (Atlanta, John Knox Press, 1981), 7-28. Ruether 
suggests that part of the problem in the Christian-Jewish discussion is the very understanding of the 
meaning of Messiah. For the Jews, the coming of the Messiah is a “public world-history event… that 
historically over-throws the forces of evil in the world and establishes the Kingdom of God,” 80. This is 
precisely, she contends, how the Christians initially understood Jesus’ life, death and resurrection. With the 
non-event of the new reality marked by justice, Christians pushed it off into the future and Jesus’ messianic 
role was re-interpreted “in an inward and personal way,” 80. Roth’s piece reflects in its particular way the 
Ellacurían sense of God not being really God until the poor and persecuted are restored. He writes, “The 
net result of God’s choices is that the world is more wild and wasteful than any good reason that we can 
imagine would require it to be. Thus, to be for such a God requires some sense of being against him as 
well. To defend the good as we know it best – especially to carry out God’s own commandments that we 
should serve those in need, heal the sick, feed the hungry, forestall violence – we must do battle against 
forces that are loose in the world because God permits them.” 19. 
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The christological concept of the poor follows from the theologal, in that just as 
the problem of God in history is played out in the poor, so it is with Jesus as the 
mediation of God amongst human beings. Lee puts it well when he suggests that just as 
“Ellacuría’s earliest christological reflections concentrated on Jesus’ life and mission as 
the keys to understanding his death…the poor in turn serve to clarify that life and mission 
and so serve as a location for Christological reflection.”234 
In developing his explanation, Ellacuría refers to a range of New Testament 
passages, including Jesus’ initiation of his ministry in the synagogue through his 
appropriation of Isaiah 61:1-2, discussed earlier.
235
 The relevant point at this juncture is 
that Jesus understands that he has been sent precisely to give maximal expression to the 
good news for the poor and that without the fundamental signs of life – liberating the 
captives, giving sight to the blind and putting at liberty the oppressed – the announcement 
of the good news remains empty. In other words, comments Ellacuría, the integrity of 
Jesus’ very baptism depends upon what happens to the poor. He also refers to the Final 
Judgment (Mt. 25:31-46), again referred to earlier in this chapter when I dealt with Jesus’ 
propheticism.
236
 Here, his initial point is the manner in which there is a clear counter-
positioning of the rich and poor; something that was not evident in the Matthean version 
of the Beatitudes but which here is compensated for. Second, Matthew, like Luke, is clear 
that the reign is not just to be passively accepted but made operative: namely that 
                                                 
234 Lee, ibid., 87. 
235 This chapter, “Jesus: propheticism and messianism in the public context.” 
236 Ibid. 
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everything – salvation or condemnation – hangs upon what is done or not done with the 
“little ones”; and this includes even the destiny of God incarnate. Finally, Ellacuría refers 
to Jesus’ self-emptying or kenosis derived from the Pauline hymn of Philippians.237 He 
explains that in theological terms the poor provide a threefold interpretation of the Christ 
who empties himself: first, his incarnation, second, his actual practical work or ministry 
and third, his historical death. Moreover, Ellacuría insists that through Jesus’ reality, 
praxis, and word, there stands a connection between the Father (by means of himself), the 
poor (understood dialectically) and poverty itself. From this perspective, the perspective 
of the poor, the confession is arrived at that Jesus is God and that God is for us, the God 
of Jesus. The importance of this conclusion can hardly be understated in terms of 
understanding God’s-self: God is none other than the God reflected in and through Jesus’ 
own work, a scandalous God, a God totally unacceptable to both Jew and Greek. To think 
otherwise is to attribute to Jesus a false divinization. In short, the humanity of Jesus is 
intrinsically and intimately associated with his divinity.
238
 Ellacuría concludes with a 
burst of audacity, 
No Christian may be obliged to sustain that Jesus is the God of Plato, of Aristotle, 
of St. Thomas of the Five Ways (referring to his proofs for the existence of God), 
of God of the Theodocies, even less still of God of the empires and riches. It is 
                                                 
237 Philippians 2:6-11. He discusses this theme in both “Pobres,” ET II, 183 and “Los pobres, lugar 
teológico en América Latina” in ET I, 148-149, but develops the theme of κένωσις to a greater extent in the 
latter. 
238 This insight regarding the question of the idolatrous ways of understanding God apart from 
Jesus, see Pablo Richard, “Nuestra lucha es contra los ídolos” in La lucha de los dioses: Los ídolos de la 
oppression y la búsqueda del Dios liberador, DEI, ed, (San José, Costa Rica, DEI, 1986), 9-32, in English, 
“Biblical Theology of Confrontation with Idols” in The Idols of Death and the God of Life: A Theology, 
trans. Barbara E.Campbell and Bonnie Shepard, (NewYork, Maryknoll,Orbis, 1983), 3-25. 
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sufficient that the Christian confesses that Jesus is God….Evidently, the humanity 
of Jesus identifies with no more than his divinity, while there is no clearer or more 
transparent place of his divinity than Jesus’ humanity.239 
Finally, the soteriological concept of the poor is invariably tied up with the 
ecclesial dimension and connects closely with Ellacuría’s discussion of the poor as both 
the crucified and at the same time, saviors of history. In the brief discussion that follows, 
both these related areas will be taken up with the latter explored more fully in the next 
section. 
Ellacuría understands the poor to be both evangelized and evangelizers, saved and 
saviors. He writes, 
It seems clear and indisputable that it is the poor who are preferentially called to 
be evangelized, to be the first in the reign, to be released from their condition of 
oppression. In this sense, they are the saved, the chosen. It is however more 
difficult to show that they are as well saviors par excellence; that is those who 
will realize the true salvation and integral liberation among human beings.
240
 
In recognition of how reality looks however, he qualifies further in saying, 
The problem, with which we find ourselves concerning the poor and poverty, is of 
a soteriological nature. It is difficult because we do not even see that the poor are 
the evangelized and the saved, much less that they are the evangelizers and the 
saviors. On the one hand, it is clear that the poor are already blessed since they 
have already been definitively promised the reign. On the other hand, there is the 
scandal that each day there are more poor and oppressed, together with the fact 
that the primary sign of today’s Church does not appear to be the evangelization 
of the poor. That which the poor should possess as both saved and saviors, is 
                                                 
239 Ellacuría, “Los pobres, lugar teológico en América Latina” in ET I, 149, my translation. This 
current of thought is also reflected and elucidated in Jürgen Moltmann’s famous The Crucified God: The 
Cross of Christ as the Foundation and criticism of Christian Theology, (London, SCM Press, 1977), esp., 
chapter 6, “The ‘Crucified God’,” 200-290. 
240 Ellacuría, “Pobres” in ET II, 184, my translation. 
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contradicted by the reality of the facts…It is crucial then to seek out a real sense 
and meaning to the soteriological character of poverty and the poor.
241
 
Responding to the need to escape from the grip of theological idealism, Ellacuría 
turns to the historical Jesus as beginning point. He signals that both the historical Jesus 
and the historical poor end up on the cross battered by persecution. And yet, they both 
have brought and bring real salvation, profound salvation, verifiable salvation, not just to 
the interior of hearts, but also through historical realization. With eyes turned as always 
to historical reality, he alludes to Vatican II’s Lumen Gentium (Light of the Nations)242 
and then applies his interpretation, 
Vatican II in its constitution on the Church has a radical affirmation… “Just as 
Christ fulfilled the work of redemption in poverty and persecution, so the Church 
is called to follow the same road to communicate to human beings the fruits of 
salvation.” (LG 8c) The thought is ecclesiological, but it is also soteriological: 
Christ carries out the work of redemption and wins salvation for us in poverty and 
persecution – two dimensions that in both him and today’s poor are closely 
interconnected (my italics) The Church also must follow this same road of 
poverty and persecution in order to carry salvation forward: the very road that the 
poor of the world and the Church of the poor travel.
243
 
Now it is this interconnection between the poor as the crucified of history and the 
crucified Jesus that Ellacuría seeks to explain. But how does he account for the 
connection? In essence he does this through insisting upon a “historical soteriology” 
which perceives the poor of history as the historical continuation of Jesus’ own salvific 
                                                 
241 Ibid. 
242 For earlier reference see chapter 2, “The Changing Global Face of Catholicism.” 
243 Ellacuría, “Pobres” in ET II, 185, my translation. 
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work.
244
 In keeping with this, he methodologically creates a mutual correlation between 
the crucified Jesus and the crucified poor. In doing this, each figure illumines the other: 
on the one hand, today’s crucified people de-idealize the passion of Jesus, while on the 
other, the passion of Jesus sheds light upon the salvific importance of today’s crucified 
people. In pursuing this mode of inter-connection, his method is one that is, at least in 
Latin American theological terms, both traditionalist and new. The traditionalist side of 
the hermeneutical equation understands that a given historical situation must be seen 
from its corresponding key (clave) in revelation. That said, it is the new dimension that is 
especially interesting; namely where revelation must be focused upon from history. This 
second part of the circle is perhaps less obvious, but in the same breath “enriches and 
actualizes the fullness of revelation”245 
There is however something more to this than simply an astute mutual correlation, 
for behind this methodology there stands the fundamental insight about the scandalous 
nature of historical Christian soteriology. Lee explains that “Ellacuría wants to reframe 
the scandal of Jesus’ death, claiming that life comes from the death, by connecting it to 
the death of the poor”246. He continues in a paragraph worthy of mention, 
                                                 
244 He explains historical soteriology as that which “has as the essential point of reference the 
salvific work of Jesus; but it must also be a soteriology that historicizes that salvific work as a continuation 
of and following of Jesus and his work.” Ellacuría, “El pueblo crucificado: Ensayo de soterología 
histórica,” in ET II, 138, my translation. A little earlier in the text he more formally defines historical 
soteriology as “something referring to salvation just as proposed in revelation. However accentuated is its 
historical character and this in a double sense: as realization of that salvation in the sole history of human 
beings, and as active participation in it of all humanity; in this case oppressed humanity,” my translation. 
245 Ibid. 
246 Lee, Bearing the Weight of Salvation: The Soteriology of Ignacio Ellacuría, 90. 
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In an ahistorical soteriology, the scandal of Jesus’ death comes from Jesus’ nature 
as innocent victim. It is an abstract scandal that avoids the seeming failure of 
Jesus’ proclamation of the reign and leaves the consequences for Christian 
discipleship ambiguous at best. Consequently, the hope extended to the suffering 
poor of today involves participation in an ahistorical resurrection after death. In 
contrast, a historical soteriology acknowledges that Jesus maintained a hope for 
the reign of God, but one that was tied to his life. The cross is the culmination of 
that life – the ultimate giving of self that confronts the reign of sin and illumines 
the path to salvation. Jesus’ resurrection validates that life and death that 
proclaimed the reign. In this model, Ellacuría wishes to demonstrate that the hope 
for the crucified people resides not solely in a transhistorical resurrection, but is a 
hope for that resurrection tied to a working for the reign of God in the present.
247
 
What follows from this is the point I mentioned earlier; that Jesus’ death does not 
derive from a natural necessity, but rather an historical one. Jesus’ death is one that came 
about due to the resistance of particular oppressive powers to his proclamation of and 
living out of the reign of God.
248
 For Ellacuría, that which is absolutely fundamental is 
that the salvific cannot be detached from the historical.
249
 In this light, as history unfolds 
through the ages marked by the conflict between the reign of God and the reign of sin, 
“Jesus’ death is not the end of the meaning of his life, but rather the end of that particular 
model that must be reproduced and followed (my italics) in new lives, with the hope of 
resurrection and the seal of exaltation.”250 And to whom does this reproduction, this 
continuation of the saving action of Jesus fall? For Ellacuría, in a place like El Salvador 
                                                 
247 Ibid. 
248 This chapter, “Jesus’ death: how and why”? 
249 Ellacuría, “El pueblo crucificado: Ensayo de soterología histórica,” in ET II, 151, my 
translation. 
250 Ibid., 138, my translation. 
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the answer is clear: it is to those who bear the weight of the world’s sin, the crucified 
people.
251
 
Finally, in asserting that the poor are the crucified people who bear the weight of 
the sin of the world and in whom Jesus’ saving actions continue, Ellacuría is careful of 
falling into a romanticism of sorts, where the crucified themselves are idealized and the 
crucifiers are demonized. As a philosopher and theologian of historical reality, to descend 
to such moral Manichaeism is itself naively ahistorical. The oppressed themselves are not 
free from grave sin, either of a personal nature or in the domination of others. Because of 
this, Ellacuría is clear that structural analysis of reality helps to avoid the error of 
believing that all the individuals of one group are good while those of the other are bad. 
For this reason as well, he alludes to the reality among the poor of the “poor with spirit” 
(pobres con espíritu), who organize and who struggle in solidarity, even as martyrs for 
the sake of the poorest and weakest.
252
 For this very reason, the great challenge is to 
                                                 
251 Ellacuría explains as “The crucified people are understood here as that collectivity, being the 
majority of humanity, that owes its situation of crucifixion to a social order promoted and sustained by a 
minority that exercises domination through a combination of factors that together and given their concrete 
effect, must be regarded as sin,” ibid., 152-153. Sobrino for his part, sheds light on the term “crucified 
people” by explaining the cross through three lenses: the factual-real, which speaks of death caused by 
poverty through violent institutional structures and direct repression and war; the historical-ethical, where 
death is inflicted, where there are both victims and executioners (“víctimas y verdugos”), and where there 
exists grave sin – examples being the history of the various colonial empires; and the religious because 
death on the cross was what Jesus himself suffered, evoking both sin and grace, condemnation and 
salvation. This article was explicitly dedicated to Ellacuría’s memory. Sobrino, “Los pueblos crucificados, 
siervo sufriente de Yahvé,” in El principio-misericordia: Bajar de la cruz a los pueblos crucificados 
(Santander, Spain, Sal Terrae, 1992), 85-86. See also Sobrino, Christ, the Liberator: A View from the 
Victims, trans. Paul Burns (New York, Maryknoll, Orbis, 2001), chapter 3, “Hermeneutical Principles from 
the Victims,” 35-53. 
252 Ellacuría, “Pobres” in ET II, 186, my translation. See also chapter 2, the section “A Martyrial 
Ethic of and for the Reign of God,” where I speak of its marks as “truth telling” and “building justice,” 23f. 
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evangelize the poor “so that from their material poverty they can reach out to that 
necessary consciousness and spirit; first to overcome their indigence and oppression, 
second to finish with the oppressive structures, and third to build a new heaven and a new 
earth, where sharing takes priority over accumulation, where there is time to listen to and 
enjoy the voice of God in the heart of the material world and human history”253: in short 
where the civilization of capital is replaced by the civilization of poverty.
254
 
The Crucified Poor: suffering servants with Jesus bringing salvation 
Earlier, I alluded to the point that for Ellacuría what is absolutely fundamental is 
that the salvific cannot be detached from the historical.
255
 The importance of this cannot 
be underestimated, either in the case of the historical Jesus or the crucified poor who 
continue to bear the world’s sins in the train of Jesus. In an attempt to deepen the 
soteriological understanding of the death of history’s crucified poor, he appropriates the 
biblical concept of the Suffering Servant. In doing so he takes three steps: an explanation 
of the characteristics of the Servant of Yahweh; Jesus’ life and death as Servant of 
Yahweh; and the crucified peoples as the continuer of the salvation offered in Jesus. In 
that which follows I shall refer to the first and the third of these steps. 
Ellacuría underscores a number of historico-theological characteristics of the 
Suffering Servant, especially in the Fourth Song (Is.52:13-53:12), all of which shed light 
                                                 
253 Ibid., 187, my translation. 
254 Regarding civilization of poverty, see chapter 5, “From civilization of capital to civilization of 
poverty: toward a historicization of the common good.” 
255 This chapter, “The Crucified Poor: bearing the weight of the sin of the world.” 
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on the expiatory nature of Jesus’ crucifixion and the possibility of what or who serves as 
the historical continuation of that crucifixion.
256
 These characteristics include the 
Servant’s suffering due to unjust human actions and the veiled salvific potential of the 
Suffering Servant. Now to many the opposite seems true – that the Suffering Servant is a 
sinner and is deserving of his pain – but in contrast, Ellacuría demonstrates how the 
cantor sees things quite differently. For the cantor, the Servant’s humiliation is 
unwarranted; it is a case of the innocent assuming the historical sins of others. Moreover, 
even though this means the Servant’s death, the Servant accepts this. The songs show 
God as accepting the Servant’s sacrificial death as expiatory of the sins of others. 
As to the connection between the Suffering Servant of the Scriptural tradition and 
the contemporary crucified poor of the world, Ellacuría, as Sols admits, does not actually 
develop his reasons in any detail, appearing to rely upon the intuitive, the aesthetic fit.
257
 
                                                 
256 The Suffering Servant songs in Isaiah include chapters 42-53. The all important fourth song (Is 
52:13-53:12) is discussed in “El pueblo crucificado: Ensayo de soteriología histórica” in ET II, 208-209. 
Sols engages in an extended discussion referring to the first hermeneutical circle, “Jesus 
Crucified/Crucified People” and the second “Servant of Yahweh/Jesus Crucified/Crucified People” in La 
Teología histórica de Ignacio Ellacuría, (Madrid, Trotta, 1999), 258-265. Ellacuría refers to Jeremias and 
Cullmann but does not make any citations as such. For his part, Jeremias refers to the Suffering Servant 
mainly in his The Eucharistic Words of Jesus, (London SCM, 1977). He accepts that Jesus understood his 
death to have atoning power. Accordingly, “The oft-repeated assertion that it is inconceivable that Jesus 
should have ascribed atoning power to his death, that such statements belong rather to the ‘dogmatic’ of the 
Early Church or of the apostle Paul, is astonishing to anyone who knows the Palestinian sources,” 231. 
Ellacuría appears not to agree in as much as he does not see that Jesus necessarily had the consciousness of 
being the Servant, especially in the light of his cry on the cross. 
257 Sols, La Teología histórica de Ignacio Ellacuría, 269. He writes, “Curiously, Ellacuría does 
not develop in detail just why the crucified people are today the Servant. He limits himself to simply 
affirming it.” Sols adds on 271 as if a little irritated by Ellacuría’s lack of explanation, “Why did he not 
unravel this – as we have seen in Sobrino - with his list of comparisons between the attributes of the 
Servant and its application to the suffering people? Lack of space? Too hurried? Probably this omission can 
be attributed to his style; little given to the mould of presenting pedagogical images and always attentive to 
conceptual sobriety. In any case, for Ellacuría it is obvious that the historical vagueness of the description 
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Clearly his interest is to historicize the Suffering Servant in the poor, and while not all the 
marks are necessarily present, some most clearly are.
258
 In any case, to make the point 
unambiguously he returns to the theological summit of Matthew’s gospel, 
It is in Mt 25:31-46 where the identification is expressed most precisely…The 
passage has a structure that reflects the pact in a double sense (I am your God who 
is in the little ones and you will be my people if you love the little ones), a pact 
that is mediated through inter-human justice. It is the judgment of the reign, the 
universal and definitive judgment that brings to the light of day the truth of God 
among human beings; this truth located in the identification of the Son of man 
made King, with the hungry, the thirsty, the outsider, the naked, the sick and the 
prisoners. The Son of man is he who suffers with the little ones; and it is this Son 
of man, while incarnated in the crucified who will be constituted as judge. In turn 
the crucified are already judge, even if they only have a sense of standing in need 
of salvation, having never formulated a theological judgment during their own 
lives. And this judgment is salvation, in as much as it discovers through 
opposition to the world, the sin of the world; and in as much as it makes possible 
the redoing of that which is done badly; and finally in as much as it proposes a 
new exigency as the unavoidable road to salvation. It is about let us not forget, a 
universal judgment in which sentence is given regarding the whole course of 
history.
259
 
But what does this actually mean? Beyond the mystery of history’s reversal where 
the crucified become those who preside over the final judgment, how can the crucified of 
history, the Suffering Servant, actually “bring salvation”? This is precisely the point that 
                                                                                                                                                 
of the Servant is no impediment for its identification in the present. ‘The First World is not in that line [that 
of the Servant], but the Third World is; the rich and oppressive classes are not, but the oppressed classes 
are; those who are in the service of oppression are not… but those who fight for justice and liberation are,’” 
my translation. My own view is that Ellacuría’s lack of explanation of just why the crucified poor are the 
Suffering Servant leaves an enormous gap in his argument. Intuitively and aesthetically the fit is close but 
there needs to be more than intuition in this. See Sobrino’s article, “Los pueblos crucificados, siervo 
sufriente de Yahvé” in Sobrino, El principio-misericordia: Bajar de la cruz a los pueblos crucificados 
(Santander, Spain, Sal Terrae, 1992), 92-95. 
258 Sols, La Teología histórica de Ignacio Ellacuría, 266. 
259 Ellacuría, “El pueblo crucificado: Ensayo de soteriología histórica,” in ET II, 169, my 
translation. 
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Ellacuría fails to satisfactorily explain, again I say remaining in the area of the intuitive, 
the aesthetic. On the other hand, Sols, Lee, and Sobrino respond in quite different ways in 
order to clarify, each worth considering in its own right. 
Sols essentially makes the point that the crucified poor can only bring salvation in 
the light of their particular and privileged relationship with God through Jesus. 
Accordingly he argues, “The people do not substitute for God, who is the only one who 
can give salvation. The people do not suffice in themselves…The oppressed as a whole, 
if it is a question of no more than that, are not the adequate place either of Christian 
salvation nor even human liberation…What this means is that what is required is 
something that goes beyond the usual combination of misfortune and suffering…Rather 
God avails himself of them to offer salvation. Accordingly, just as we affirm that ‘the 
Servant saves’ or that “the cross of Christ saves’, so it is quite possible to affirm as well 
that ‘the people save.’”260 
                                                 
260 Sols, La Teología histórica de Ignacio Ellacuría, (Madrid, Trotta, 1999), 275, my translation. 
While I think Ellacuría is not clear or precise enough regarding this question, to be fair, he is not unaware 
of the problem. He is clear that in asserting the salvific role of the crucified poor as bearing and confronting 
the world’s sin, he is not attempting to replace Jesus; Jesus Christ remains the unique and only savior. 
Indeed the suffering of the crucified people of history does nothing to save the world as such. These people 
seem to bear significance only in the light of Jesus’ own historical expiation of sin; they follow him in 
bearing the world’s sin. Ellacuría suggests this in writing, “The focal point of the death of Jesus and the 
crucifixion of the people, the reference of one to the other means that each appears in a new light. The 
crucifixion of the people avoids the danger of mystifying Jesus’ death and the death of Jesus avoids the 
danger of salvificly magnifying the mere act of the people’s crucifixion, as if the brutal fact of being 
crucified alone contributes resurrection and life (my italics). It is necessary to illuminate this crucifixion 
from what was the death of Jesus in order to appreciate its salvific reach and the Christian mode of that 
salvation,” Ellacuría, “El pueblo crucificado: Ensayo de soteriología histórica,” in ET II, 155, my 
translation. 
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Sobrino responds to the problem by actually distinguishing just how the crucified 
poor become the means of salvation. In so doing he underscores the idea of values 
(valores) through alluding to Puebla, which itself points out how the poor offer an 
evangelizing potential through their “evangelical values of solidarity, service, simplicity 
and openness to accepting the gift of God” (Puebla 1147).261 Providing depth to Puebla, 
Sobrino refers to what he terms, “historical language” to the“humanizing potential”262 of 
the poor as “they offer community against individualism, the spirit of service against 
egoism, simplicity against opulence, and openness to transcendence against dull 
positivism, all with which western civilization is imbued.”263 Sobrino also alludes to the 
hope of the poor – an absurdity to the cynics, who would say they have little else than 
hope– and that the crucified poor offer a great love (un gran amor), most eloquently 
expressed in and through the martyrs.
264
 Finally, he speaks movingly and convincingly of 
how the crucified are firstly open to the forgiveness of their oppressors and how they 
offer a genuine faith. In regard to forgiveness, he adds, “They do not want to triumph 
over them but to share with them. To those who draw close to them to help, they open 
their arms, accept them, and even without knowing them, forgive them.”265 Concerning 
                                                 
261 Sobrino, “Los pueblos crucificados, siervo sufriente de Yahvé” in Sobrino, El principio-
misericordia: Bajar de la cruz a los pueblos crucificados (Santander, Spain, Sal Terrae, 1992), 93. 
262 Ibid., my translation. 
263 Ibid., my translation. 
264 See chapter 2, “A Martyrial Ethic of and for the Reign of God.” 
265 Sobrino, “Los pueblos crucificados, siervo sufriente de Yahvé” in Sobrino, El principio-
misericordia: Bajar de la cruz a los pueblos crucificados (Santander, Spain, Sal Terrae, 1992), 94, my 
translation. 
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faith; for Sobrino, the crucified, offer an altogether genuine way of being Church; “more 
Christian, more relevant for this world and more evocative of Jesus.”266 
Lastly, Lee explains the crucified’s “bringing of salvation” quite economically by 
turning attention to the reign of God and their central role in transforming the world to 
more closely resemble it. This clearly is grounded in the Ellacurían conviction that only 
the crucified can be a source of life, the implication of the theology of the Suffering 
Servant. In this spirit, Lee says, 
To be sure, Ellacuría considers Jesus the definitive Servant through whom God 
offers salvation. By emphasizing the Servant’s role as leading to the removal of 
sin, Ellacuría echoes the liturgical acclamation of Jesus as the Agnus Dei, qui 
tollis peccata mundi. Now, this removal of sin extends not just from his death, but 
his entire life and ministry of proclaiming and manifesting the Reign of God that 
culminates in his death. The church’s mission is to carry forward this mission, 
celebrating it in the Eucharist, but also historicizing it in action. Thus, just as there 
must be a historical continuation of that ministry, so must there be a bearing of sin. 
The crucified people continue the historicization of this salvation in their own 
unjust bearing of the world’s sin, and in the efforts called forth from this fact, to 
transform the world to resemble the reign more closely. Their hope, a hope that 
must be historicized, resides in the promised and coming reign of God, which 
represents the last crucial component of Ellacuría’s soteriology. In describing 
salvation in terms of the reign of God, Ellacuría adopts the language of the 
Scriptures to indicate a utopic vision of salvation and prophetic discipleship that 
are historically transcendent.
267
 
                                                 
266 Ibid. 
267 Lee, Bearing the Weight of Salvation: The Soteriology of Ignacio Ellacuría, 93-94. 
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The Reign of God
268
 
It is the reign of God in Ellacuría’s thought that is especially significant, serving 
as the high point of his soteriology.
269
 It is important in as much as it does three things: 
firstly, it encompasses and integrates his philosophical thought, incorporating significant 
areas of my discussion of Chapter Five.
270
 Secondly, it draws upon and gives compelling 
expression to his christological insights.
271
 Thirdly, it constitutes the most powerful 
                                                 
268 For a comprehensive discussion of the reign of God through church history, see Benedict 
T.Viviano O.P., The Kingdom of God in History, (Wilmington, Delaware: Michael Glazier, 1988), esp. 
chapter 5, 123-148. 
269 For Ellacuría, the reign bears a number of characteristics. He writes accordingly in “Recuperar 
el reino de Dios: desmundanización e historización de la Iglesia” in ET II, 313-316. First, Jesus did not 
preach the church, himself, or even what God is in God-self – he preached the reign of God to which the 
church owes fundamental allegiance. Second, the reign is not a spatial or static concept, but a dynamic 
reality, an act affecting reality; see Jeremias, New Testament Theology, Vol.1 (London: SCM, 1975), 98. He 
writes, “It is a fundamentally soteriological concept; that is that which has to do with the actual salvation of 
human beings as the people of God and not so much the individual. This makes ‘salvation’ have a special 
historical character. It is all about the action of God but action among human beings and in human 
relations,” 314. Third, the reign places God in unity with history, not within the context of interested 
dualisms found in the terms, immanence-transcendence, horizontality-verticality, profane-sacred. Fourth, it 
is a reign of the poor, of the oppressed, of those who suffer persecution. This he contends is the scandal of 
the reign. He writes, “salvation is promised in the first instance to those who have been cast out by the 
powers of this world…When Jesus himself becomes the servant of Yahweh, cast out by the world, broken 
in his struggle with evil, victim of human sin, he shows God’s roadmap for establishing his reign in the 
world,” 315. Fifth, the reign overcomes the duality between the personal and the structural, between 
individual ethics and social ethics. Ellacuría never denies the importance of the individual however he 
understands that the lack of balance in modernity that places emphasis almost solely on the individual is 
detrimental to the sense of community. While relations are indeed personal, the mediations that put them 
there in the first place are not simply of an individual nature. 
270 See chapter 5, my discussion on “Political Philosophy as Ideological Moment of Praxis: 
Toward a Correct Historicization” where I examine philosophy’s critical, creative roles and its location 
with regard to ideology and ideologization, and also “Philosophy of Liberation: From Civilization of 
Capital to Civilization of Poverty: Toward a Historicization of the Common Good,”  where I discuss the 
marks of the civilization of capital and civilization of poverty, connected to Ellacuría’s understanding of 
the reign of God’s historical expressions and largely drawn from his “Utopía y profetismo desde América 
Latina.” 
271 Christologically speaking, it is true to say that Ellacuría’s engagement with the historical Jesus 
is precisely what determines his interest in the reign of God. He draws on Jeremias and Schmidt to 
underscore the point of the importance of the βασιλεία in his preaching. He writes, concerning the frequent 
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metaphor for registering what is arguably his most valuable contribution: the 
historicization of Christian transcendence in a manner that lends direction and weight to 
the meaning of what it means to historically follow Jesus. In this section I shall restrict 
myself to discussing the third area, explaining how the reign grounds transcendence and 
in itself is further grounded or historicized through the terms propheticism and utopia. 
Priority of the reign of God 
For Ellacuría, the reign of God “places God in unity with history;”272 it is in the 
most compelling form, “God with us” (Deus pro nobis), through the portal of partiality, 
“God with the poor” (Deus pro pauperibus).273 In the article, “Contribution of the 
Theology of Liberation to the Abrahamic Religions in the Overcoming of Individualism 
and Positivism,”274 he pursues the idea of the reign’s centrality, its non-negotiability 
when it comes to the question of faith. He writes, 
When the theology of liberation insists so much upon the reign of God, it insists 
above all upon the fundamentality and radicalism of the concept and reality for 
the sake of the proper interpretation and realization of the Christian faith. 
                                                                                                                                                 
appearance of the term in the synoptic gospels, “Jeremias…considers the frequency extraordinary, 
especially when compared with its frequency in the writings of Jewish contemporaries. Moreover the term 
appears accompanied by turns that cannot be attributed to the primitive Church, but rather must be 
attributed to Jesus himself. From the literal reading of the gospels, one must conclude that the ‘central 
theme of Jesus’ public preaching was the royal sovereignty of God’ (Jeremias)… It is frightening then to 
consider what an exposition of what evangelization by the Church must be when the announcement of the 
reign of God is made marginal,” “Recuperar el reino de Dios: desmundanización e historicización de la 
Iglesia,” in ET II, 312. For a reading of Jeremias’ discussion, see Jeremias, New Testament Theology, Vol. 
I., 96-103. 
272 Ellacuría, ibid., 315. 
273 Ibid. 
274 Ellacuría, “Aporte de la teología de la liberación a las religiones abrahámicas en la superación 
del individualismo y del positivismo” in ET II, 193-232. 
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Anything else different to God that is placed above the reign of God, both 
disarticulates and disfigures as organized totalities the faith and Christian 
revelation. But for our purpose, this conception of the faith from the reign of God 
places God in an indissoluble union with history. That which Jesus came to 
announce and to begin to realize is that specific presence of God in history, which 
is reflected in his manner of being, in his words and his actions. The reign of God 
is not abstract or something that is deducible from our idea of God, but instead, 
something pre-announced by the prophets and definitively announced by Jesus, 
but not as if it were totally completed, consummated.
275
 
The importance of the reign becomes especially obvious in the light of a 
comparison with that other perhaps more dominant utopian theological motif, the 
resurrection of Jesus. This comparison is dwelt upon to good effect by Sobrino in various 
places and serves to confirm Ellacuría’s own thought. In his article, “Central Position of 
the Reign of God in Liberation Theology,”276 Sobrino addresses the issue ‘head-on’ as he 
raises the problem of what form of eschatological motif would best correspond to a 
theology that assigns historical primacy to the liberation of the poor? He responds that 
two choices stand out, both of which in principle would be capable of incorporating the 
essential liberative interest of liberation theology. He opines accordingly, “Those two 
possibilities are the resurrection of Christ (understood as the initiation of the ‘universal’ 
resurrection) and the reign of God. Both realities are eschatological, in both biblical and 
                                                 
275 Ibid., 203, my translation. 
276 Sobrino, “Centralidad del reino de Dios en la teología de la liberación,”in Ellacuría and 
Sobrino, eds, Mysterium liberationis: Conceptos fundamentales de la teología de la liberación, (San 
Salvador, UCA, 1992), 467-510; in English, “Central Position of the Reign of God in Liberation Theology” 
in Ellacuría and Sobrino, eds, trans. Robert R. Barr, Systematic Theology: Perspectives from Liberation 
Theology, (New York, Maryknoll, Orbis, 1996), 38-74. He also raises the issue in an earlier work, “La 
significación actual del reino de Dios anunciado por Jesús,” in Sobrino, Liberación con espíritu: Apuntes 
para una nueva espiritualidad, (Santander, Spain, Sal Terrae, 1985), 143-159, first published in Iglesia 
Viva 105/106, (1983), 361-377. 
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systematic understandings, and both intrinsically express liberation.”277 Notwithstanding, 
Sobrino suggests that liberation theology’s preference for the reign is based not so much 
upon explicit assertions one way or the other, but upon its specific task, its agenda; the 
liberation of the poor.
278
 
In expanding upon this assertion he explains just what the agenda is.
279
 Firstly, he 
points out that liberation theology is an historical theology. As Ellacuría demonstrates in 
both his philosophy and theology, it seeks to verify in history the “entire content of the 
faith”; even the transcendent content. Indeed, the term liberation points to this fact in its 
function as a historicization of salvation itself. Moreover, liberation theology is a 
                                                 
277 Sobrino continues in his discussion referring to different theologians and their respective 
preferences as to their appropriation of either motif: Bultmann enjoyed a distinct priority for resurrection, 
as a central part of the kerygma of Jesus Christ crucified and raised. Pannenberg prefers the reign of God 
given that his interest is in the possibility and demand that one live in history in radical openness. 
Moltmann, while preferring in his earlier years the resurrection and its correlative hope, has according to 
Sobrino, shifted ground to formulating the eschaton in terms of the historical, in terms of the poor and their 
liberation. Sobrino, ibid., 41. 
278 Sobrino refers to Gutiérrez’ Theology of Liberation in support of his claim of liberation 
theology’s claim of the reign of God’s centrality, Teología de la liberación : Perspectivas, (Lima, 1971), 
201-215,183-200, 216-229. He also refers to a list of other liberation authors who either from an 
ecclesiological or Christological perspective favor the reign of God. Examples are Leonardo Boff, 
Jesucristo y la liberación del hombre (Madrid, 1981), Juan Luis Segundo, El hombre de hoy ante Jesús de 
Nazaret, (Madrid, 1982), Echegary, La práctica de Jesús (Lima, 1981), with a range of his own 
publications, including Jesús en América Latina (San Salvador, 1982). From an ecclesiological perspective 
he includes, Leonardo Boff, Eclesiogénesis (Santander, 1979), Iglesia, carisma y poder (Santander, 1984) 
and Ellacuría, Conversión de la Iglesia al reino de Dios (Santander, 1984). While Sobrino is no doubt 
correct in his view, it is worth noting that Leonardo Boff has written on the resurrection as well, 
appropriating it for the ends of liberation thought: see Boff, La vida más allá de la muerte: El presente, su 
futuro, su fiesta, su contestación (Bogotá, CLAR, 1981), also “‘Non Omnis Moriar’. La liberación de todas 
las opresiones: La resurrección en la muerte,” in La fe en la periferia del mundo: El caminar de la Iglesia 
con los oprimidos, (Santander, Spain, Sal Terrae, 1981), 113-118, and “Lo sobrenatural en el proceso de 
liberación” in Teología desde el lugar del pobre, (Santander, Spain, Sal Terrae, 1986), 79-100. 
279 Sobrino, “Central Position of the Reign of God in Liberation Theology” in Ellacuría and 
Sobrino, eds., trans. Robert R. Barr, Systematic Theology: Perspectives from Liberation Theology, (New 
York, Maryknoll, Orbis, 1996), 40-41 
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prophetic theology that takes sin, historical sin, seriously. Liberation theology is also, 
Sobrino reminds us, a praxic theology that amounts to an ideological moment of an 
ecclesial historical praxis, committed to transforming reality. Finally, Sobrino points to 
liberation theology as a popular theology, in the sense of addressing the people (pueblo) 
in their twin connotation as poor and also as a collectivity. In the light of this list, it is, he 
concludes, little wonder that such theology finds in the reign of God a suitable and 
helpful motif in the development of its thought and action. 
Now from the other side of the equation, Sobrino poses the question, why has 
resurrection not been taken-up as passionately? Surely, he asks, Jesus’ own resurrection, 
interpreted as the first-fruits of the resurrection universal, the resurrection of the whole of 
creation, could serve the same function. Indeed, this motif’s very radicalism, its 
absoluteness in suggesting liberation from death, from nihilitatis, lends itself to more 
partial applications such as the overcoming of injustice, but then universalized for the 
victims of history, for the crucified of the world. The question goes, if God has the power 
to deliver from death, how much more is he able to deliver from oppression? Moreover, 
Sobrino points out that resurrection properly understood includes the corporeal, the 
material, since in Christian teaching it is the whole human being who is raised to 
complete fulfillment. Indeed resurrection can be lived out within history to the extent that 
its specific power can be experienced in particular ways in the following of Jesus. 
All this of course is compelling; however Sobrino makes three points that indicate 
the reservations that liberation thought has with resurrection in the light of its own 
particular agenda. First, he is correct in pointing out that the sheer effort of interpretation 
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of resurrection is overwhelming; and this because it has fewer obvious underpinnings to 
that which liberation theology seeks: a just world. As he says, “With all its power to 
express the ultimate meaning of history, with all its radical hope, the resurrection does 
not have the same capacity to show how one should live in history (my italics). It has 
great power to show us the final utopia, but it has less to show us how we are to live here 
and now, to show us which pathways to walk in our journey toward utopia.”280 
Second, apart from corresponding to liberation theology’s nature and scope, 
Sobrino suggests that in sharp contrast with resurrection, the reign of God evinces a 
greater capacity for systematically organizing the whole of theology as it ought to be 
practiced in places such as El Salvador and more generally the Third World. In claiming 
this he alludes to Ellacuría’s statement that indicates that the reign enjoys the following 
advantages: it proposes an indissoluble link between God and history, rejects an 
identification between reign and church, impedes the possibility of the appropriation of 
God’s name for injustice, and exposes the historical wickedness of the world, the sin of 
the world, the conflict between grace and sin. In short it creates a unified totality of view 
and also historicizes that view.
281
 
                                                 
280 Sobrino, “Central Position of the Reign of God in Liberation Theology,” in Ellacuría and 
Sobrino, eds., trans. Robert R. Barr, Systematic Theology: Perspectives from Liberation Theology, (New 
York, Maryknoll, Orbis, 1996). 42. He is at pains to ensure that it is understood that liberation theology 
does not reject resurrection, but rather that it is not the best tool for its ends. Hence, “All that we have said 
concerning the resurrection of Christ must be correctly understood. We are not denying of course that the 
resurrection of Christ, the first-fruits of the universal resurrection is a reality, and a central reality for faith 
and theology. It is not that liberation theology fails to ascribe to the resurrection its due importance, it is 
duly treated in our christologies and is kept in account in our formulation of Christian utopia,” ibid. 
281 Ibid., 42-43. 
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Third and perhaps most importantly, Sobrino registers the oft-remarked liberation 
statement, that theology is a second act within the context of a particular reality. It is this 
reality that before all else calls for a reign of God. The basic fact of systemic injustice 
coupled with a burning desire for a just life – a pre-theological moment – reflects, he 
suggests, the very environment in which the notion of the reign of God was probably first 
formulated in biblical or other terms. In short, then, current historical reality renders the 
concept of the reign of God absolutely necessary and arguably more useful than other 
concepts in theology’s elaboration of reality. Accordingly, 
What has occurred then in liberation theology is that, in the pre-theological 
moment, reality has been grasped as an irruption of the poor with a hope of 
liberation…When that theology is formally constituted a theology in terms of the 
primacy of the poor, or more precisely, of the liberation of the poor, then a course 
is set similar to that theologized so many centuries ago in the Hebrew scriptures 
and with Jesus; the reign of God. It is the historical situation that ultimately forces 
this election. Elsewhere where theology has been unable to discover the irruption 
of the poor – either because the latter has been less perceptible or because of a 
lack of interest in discovering it – the course taken has been in the direction not of 
the reign of God, but of the resurrection.
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Historicization of the reign of God: propheticism and utopia 
While the reign of God has particular appeal for liberation thought given that it 
does possess the capacity for greater historical resonance with the poor majorities than 
                                                 
282 Ibid., 45. Sobrino also speaks of the “pre-theological moment” in “Teología en un mundo 
sufriente: La Teología de la liberación como ‘intellectus amoris’,” in Sobrino, El principio misericordia: 
Bajar de la cruz a los pueblos crucificados, (Santander, Spain, Sal Terrae, 1992), 56-63. 
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does resurrection,
283
 it in turn requires its own historicization if it is to be of real value. It 
is this that is achieved through the mechanisms of utopia and propheticism. 
In the last essay published before his assassination, “Utopia and Prophecy in Latin 
America: A Concrete Essay in Historical Soteriology,”284 Ellacuría produced an analysis 
of the theological ideas of utopia and propheticism in an attempt to arrive at a historicized 
approximation of the reign of God: the civilization of poverty.
285
 Each concept performs 
a different function while together they constitute a necessary dialectic, militating against 
the tendency toward escapism either through transcendental idealism or subjective 
reductionism when read through the lens of the atemporal, the ahistorical.
286
 
                                                 
283 Ellacuría refers to the reign as “a transcendent history or a historical transcendence in strict 
accord with the person and life of Jesus.” Ellacuría, “Utopía y profetismo desde América Latina: Un ensayo 
concreto de soterología histórica,” ET II, 237. 
284 Ellacuría, “Utopía y profetismo desde América Latina: Un ensayo concreto de soterología 
histórica,” ET II, 233-293, first published in RLT 17 (1989), 141-184, re-published in Ellacuría, Sobrino, 
ML I, (San Salvador, UCA Editores, 1992), 393-442. in English, “Utopia and Prophecy in Latin America” 
trans. James R. Brockman S.J., published in Towards a Society that Serves Its People: the Intellectual 
Contribution of El Salvador’s Murdered Jesuits, eds. John Hassett and Hugh Lacey (Washington D.C. 
Georgetown University Press, 1991), 44-88. I have provided the direct translation of the title from Spanish 
rather than adopt, Brockman’s. The original Spanish significantly includes the idea of the concretizing role 
of historical soteriology; in this case of the reign of God through the means of utopia and propheticism. 
285 In this statement lies an important aspect of the nature of the connection or bridge between his 
philosophy and theology: the goal of the civilization of poverty. In essence his theology as his philosophy, 
both lead to the ultimate conclusion of the absolute need for the civilization of poverty. It may be recalled 
that in chapter 5, I concluded this through Ellacuría’s “Christian philosophy of liberation” built upon the 
twin foundations of his metaphysics of intra-historical reality and his historicizing political philosophy, 
directed to a humanized world for the poor majorities. In this chapter, the same conclusion is arrived at 
through the portal of a theology grounded in historical soteriology, where salvation is salvation in history. 
Note also that I alluded more broadly to the correlation between philosophy’s and theology’s task and 
conclusions at the beginning of this chapter, “Theology: from Abstraction to Historicization.” 
286 Ellacuría, “Utopía y profetismo desde América Latina: Un ensayo concreto de soterología 
histórica,” ET II, 233. 
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Ellacuría seldom uses the term “utopia,” preferring “Christian utopia” (utopía 
cristiana).
287
 At times he appears to use the term synonymously with the reign, 
suggesting that there is equivalence.
288
 That said he also understands Christian utopia as 
the “horizon” (horizonte) as well as concretion of the reign. Elsewhere he speaks of the 
relationship between the reign and utopia as one of “actualization” (actualización). Lee is 
correct in suggesting that in this term there is the harking-back to and evocation of Zubiri, 
although Ellacuría makes no overt mention of him. In essence, this term “actualization” is 
really an allusion to the idea of historicization. He writes, “To actualize means to give 
actual reality to that which formally is an historical possibility, and as such can be taken 
up or left, read in one way or another.”289 
Moreover, he explains that to be Christian, utopia cannot simply lay to one side 
those fundamental elements of Christian revelation, tradition and the magisterium. Indeed 
these very elements: the propheticism of the Old Testament (prophetic and non-
prophetic), the Sermon on the Mount, the Last Supper discourse, the Book of Revelation, 
                                                 
287 Sols writes at considerable length about “Utopia, Reign and Propheticism” in La Teología 
histórica de Ignacio Ellacuría, (Madrid, Trotta, 1999), 169-212. 
288 Ellacuría, “Utopía y profetismo desde América Latina: Un ensayo concreto de soterología 
histórica,” ET II, 236. 
289 Ibid., 239-240, my translation. See my discussion in chapter 5 on “The Human,” where I refer 
to the term “actualized.”. He also speaks of utopia as having “a certain idealistic character that is ultimately 
unrealizable, but at the same time it has the character of something asymptotically realizable in a permanent 
process of approximation,” ibid., 240, my translation. Propheticism on the other hand is that which “ 
gathers and expresses the historical-transcendent plea of the Spirit that makes present the utopia already 
offered and the contrast with the signs of the times.,” ibid 241. Lee is correct in relating these concepts 
back to the theological insights of salvation history being salvation in history, and creation as the 
plasmación ad extra of the Trinitarian life. See Lee, Bearing the Weight of Salvation: The Soteriology of 
Ignacio Ellacuría, 193, n.98. 
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the primitive Christian community, the Fathers of the Church, the great saints and 
particular conciliar and papal documents; all are central to the task of utopia’s expression 
as an approximation to the reign. Of particular note however is that the Christian 
imagination in the building of utopia must not closed to these hierarchicized instances, 
but remain open to the most organic of understandings of the very meaning of the people 
of God (Rom.12:4-8, 1 Cor.12:4-31). In other words, Ellacuría keeps the door open to the 
prime defining nature of the charismas and activities of the popular Church, or as termed 
in Chapter Two, the CEBs of progressive Catholicism.
290
 
As crucial as utopia is, it cannot stand alone; firstly propheticism permits utopia’s 
concretion in that it performs the crucial function of ensuring that utopia does not become 
reduced to an abstract evasion of historical commitment. Here Ellacuría turns to Marx 
and his understanding of religion as both the expression of real misery and the protest 
against it. He writes in a way that is compelling enough to repeat in its entirety, 
Religion stands as the sigh of the oppressed creature, the heart of a world without 
heart, spirit of a world without spirit. But if it is thus, the classic Marxist 
interpretation of religion as the opium of the people is not justified. If such 
religion is more protest than mere expression, more struggle than mere 
consolation (desahogo), if such religion does not stay locked into mere sigh, if the 
protest and contrast become utopian history that deny the present and push 
forward to the future; if such religion definitely enters into prophetic action, then 
it makes history in the direction of negation and overcoming, and not in 
evasion.
291
 
                                                 
290 Ellacuría, “Utopía y profetismo desde América Latina: Un ensayo concreto de soterología 
histórica,” ET II, 236. 
291 Ibid., 238, my translation. 
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Secondly, propheticism performs the function of contrasting the historicized reign 
of God with current historical reality. This implies that the reign cannot be identified with 
any particular historical project, but it can be and must be construed as an expression of 
historical transcendence in parallel with the life and person of Jesus.
292
 It is then 
propheticism that brings to light, that exposes this contrast. Ellacuría portrays this role of 
propheticism in explaining, 
If for example the reign announces the fullness of life and the rejection of death, 
but the historical situation of human beings and structures is the reign of death 
and the denial of life, then the contrast is obvious. The contrast of a historicized 
reign makes clear the limitations (lack of divinization or grace) and above all, the 
evils (personal social and structural) of a given historical situation. This is how 
propheticism that begins with this sort of contrast… is able to pre-announce the 
future and move toward it.”293 
Two further points merit mention in connection with the reign, utopia and 
propheticism: the first the church and the second the “poor with spirit” (el pobre con 
espíritu). For Ellacuría, propheticism demands a protest against the institutional church’s 
behavior and structure.
294
 While since the conquest (conquista) examples can be found of 
prophecy in the church’s rank-and-file and even hierarchy, the general rule has been other. 
He writes movingly in clear admiration of a number of martyred bishops, “The behavior 
                                                 
292 This chapter, “Historicization of the reign of God: propheticism and utopia.” 
293 Ellacuría, “Utopía y profetismo desde América Latina: Un ensayo concreto de soterología 
histórica,” ET II, 237-238, my translation. 
294 Castillo engages in a brilliant treatment of the church rethought from the perspective of the 
reign of God, in El reino de Dios: Por la y la dignidad de los seres humanos (Bilbao, Spain, Desclée de 
Brouwer, 2004), chapter 13, 407-467. 
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of martyrs like the bishops Romero, Valencia, Angelelli and others,
295
 although it is not 
completely rare and exceptional and has been accompanied by that of dozens and even 
hundreds of men and women…is very significant and encouraging. Nevertheless it is far 
from being the norm and is still seen as ‘dangerous’ and not quite normal.”296 He adds 
that the more recent Episcopal conferences of Medellín and Puebla have been of 
enormous merit, but he argues that little effect has been had on structures and behavior. 
Finally, he questions the church’s lack of cultural insertion into the real Latin America. 
Not without justification, he contends that the church still perceives Latin America an 
appendage to Europe and itself a prolongation of Rome’s Catholicism. The reality is 
however quite different; it is “a new reality and what is more the majority reality of the 
Catholic Church.”297 
                                                 
295 Romero is clearly well known, but Valencia and Angelelli less so. Gerardo Valencia Cano was 
bishop of Buenaventura, Colombia, and supported the liberation movement in his very conservative 
country; always at odds with the national bishops’ conference. He was a leader in the Golconda Group, an 
organization that led the revolutionary wing of the Catholic Church in Colombia. He died in a plane 
accident in February 1972. Enrique Angel Angelelli was initially auxiliary bishop of the city of Córdoba, 
Argentina, appointed by John XXIII in late 1960. He had a history of strong commitment to labor rights 
and pastoral support of the poor, which led to conflict with the local landed economic interests and his 
removal from the diocese. He was a passionate participant in Vatican II and sought to apply the teachings 
of the council to his pastoral involvements. In 1968 he was appointed by Paul VI to be bishop of the 
Diocese of La Rioja in north-west Argentina and ran into trouble again with landed economic interests 
including the Menem family, whose favorite son Carlos, governor of the region was an ally and was later to 
become president of the country (1989-1999). During the so-called “Dirty War” in Argentina (1976-1983), 
a period of state terrorism, Angelelli, died (August 4th, 1976); ostensibly in a car accident, but leading 
bishops such as Jaime de Nevares, Jorge Novak and Miguel Hesayne, all considered it murder. The rest of 
the Catholic Church predictably remained silent. 
296 Ibid., 251, I have adopted Brockman’s translation here, “Utopia and Prophecy in Latin 
America,” trans. James R. Brockman S.J., published in Towards a Society that Serves Its People: the 
Intellectual Contribution of El Salvador’s Murdered Jesuits, eds., John Hassett and Hugh Lacey 
(Washington D.C.: Georgetown University Press, 1991), 57. 
297 Ibid., 58. 
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It is however to the “poor with spirit” that Ellacuría turns with such hope. 
Propheticism, he avers, lends emphasis to the active poor, the organized poor, to the poor 
with spirit rather than to the passive poor, the poor who suffer their misery in resignation. 
This does not deny the prophetic importance that belongs to the poor by the simple fact of 
their being poor; as such they enjoy Jesus’ particular predilection and his presence. 
Nevertheless, it is when these poor spiritually incorporate their poverty, when they 
internalize the injustice of their condition and of the possibilities, and even the very real 
obligation they have in the face of destitution and structural injustice, that they are 
changed from passive to active subjects and with that they multiply and strengthen the 
salvific-historical value that is theirs. 
Ellacuría’s final words of his final article sum it up: 
The church has been shaped in great part by the dynamisms of Western capitalism 
as a church of the rich and of the powerful which at best directs towards the 
poorest the crumbs falling from the table of abundance. But the utopian exercise 
of prophecy can lead it to become – in a genuine “conversion” – a church of the 
poor that really can be the heaven of a new earth where a civilization of poverty 
becomes dominant and where humans are not only intentionally and spiritually 
poor, but really and materially so; that is, detached from what is superfluous and 
from the constraining dynamisms of individual monopolizing and collective 
accumulation.
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The Praxic: Theology as Active Response to the Reign of God 
The final aspect of theology lies with ecclesial praxis as the active response to the 
reign of God. Here I shall briefly revisit the discussion of the issues concerning 
philosophy and historical praxis, examined in Chapter Five. I shall then turn to theology 
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and ecclesial praxis, addressing the old and familiar dualistic issue of the transcendent-
historical. I shall first show how ecclesial praxis challenges dualism, grounding the 
church as the sign or sacrament of salvation through its historicization of the reign of God, 
and second examine the manner in which Ellacuría construes the relationship between 
ecclesial and historical praxes. In this latter section, I shall take up a comparative analysis 
of the thought of Radical Orthodoxy’s John Milbank, Christian Realism’s Reinhold 
Niebuhr and Ellacuría himself. Central to this discussion will be the hypothesis that in 
Ellacuría there is a genuine historicized method when it comes to his praxis and practical 
ethics that refuses the traditional dualistic separation between the supernatural (Christian 
or ecclesial) and natural (historical), a historicized method marked by the principle of 
“unity-in-distinction,” where ecclesial and historical praxes are seen in historical relation 
each with the other, rather than as mutually exclusive of each other. 
Praxis Revisted 
In Chapter Five, I discussed at various points two fundamental aspects of praxis: 
praxis as part of the dynamism of history, and praxis and its relationship with philosophy. 
In the face of both Hegel’s idealism marked by Absolute Spirit and Engel’s 
materialism marked by matter, both interpreted as forces that propel history,
299
 it may be 
remembered that Ellacuría argues for an alternative: historical reality’s internal structure 
as dynamic, dialectical and ascending. In stating as much he contends that there is no 
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need to assume or presuppose an outside force directing change, rather reality’s 
dynamism actually permits it. Reality in his terms is from itself (por sí) dynamic and of 
itself (de suyo) dynamic. It is neither the subject-of dynamism nor subject-to dynamism, 
as if dynamism were extrinsic to it. It is then through this innate dynamism that reality 
gives of itself (dar de sí).
300
 Moreover in this light, historical reality’s ascending nature 
explains how ever higher forms of reality (grados de realidad) emerge, where the world 
of real things is not just open to new real things, but more radically to new forms of 
reality as well.
301
 In essence then, Ellacuría is clear that the structure of reality is 
radically dynamic, quite capable of generating something absolutely new, but still within 
the same unified totality of the real. It is in this process of the generation of the new, that 
human praxis comes to carry enormous significance. 
With regard to reality’s materiality, Ellacuría, again with a master stroke, 
challenges the weight of idealism, by insisting upon historical reality’s material roots.302 
In doing so he asserts materiality as the grounds for its formal unity and the material 
foundations of the human being in society. While his argument embraces four moments – 
all of which I captured in Chapter Five – it is the latter, that of life or material reality’s 
biological roots which connects with the question of human praxis.
303
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In essence, then, both the dynamic structure and materiality of historical reality 
point to the central creative function of human praxis. In the context of reality’s 
dynamism where something “new” and “more” appears, human praxis contributes to the 
creation of the “plus” of reality. History through human praxis becomes a process of 
capacity building, a process of quasi-creation in its own right. Here, actions are realized 
from the benchmark of particular possibilities and capacities, where nature with all its 
power and faculties, locates the human being in a place that is genuinely open to the real, 
and where the human being in her own nature transcends herself through her praxis, 
creating capacities for self-realization. In turn, in the context of reality’s materiality, there 
is a concretization of the idea of reality’s dynamism and ascending nature. Personal being 
is primarily the physical and actional affirmation of human reality in reality, what the 
person actually does in caring for reality. In this caring, the individual’s own character is 
grounded in his capability of appraising and changing his environment and opting for 
possibilities that transcend what nature may permit; possibilities that result from human 
nature and its freedom. While then human praxis is fundamental to historical reality, for 
Ellacuría, the human being is never restricted to his individuality, indeed he is first and 
foremost a social animal where individual or biographical praxis is shaped by broader 
social praxis. In Chapter Five I referred to this in terms of a turning to others and also in 
terms of the weight of the “the public” (lo público).304 
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Turning to the issue of praxis and its relationship with philosophy, I made three 
points. Firstly I explained the manner in which Ellacuría understands philosophy to be a 
theoretical or ideological moment of praxis. In saying as much, he underscores the 
importance of philosophy’s correct relation to praxis, given the material conditions and 
limits of knowledge itself.
305
 Moreover, all human knowing in general, but philosophy in 
particular, must in Ellacuría’s view, be conscious of its historicity, of its concrete 
connected-ness with the social praxis from which it arises, which it serves and in which it 
moves. It is in the final analysis only by beginning with this consciousness of its own 
situation, that it is possible for philosophy to seek truth through objectivity and even 
universality, although it can never be more than a situated objectivity and universality.
306
 
Second, I underscored that while philosophy must be mindful of its connection 
with praxis through which it may be correctly historicized; on the other hand it is also 
quite legitimate and indeed necessary that it maintain its critical distance, even if such 
praxis is judged to be fundamentally correct. This point was not concerned with 
distancing or separating philosophy from reality; that would violate everything that 
Ellacuría stands for. Rather, as I said earlier, for Ellacuría it is simply a confirmation of 
                                                                                                                                                 
unidirectional; for this reason it is better to speak of a co-determining respectivity in which the social whole 
adopts more the characteristics of an object that quite obviously not only reacts but that positively acts and 
determines. Nevertheless the social subject (that does not exclude personal subjects but presupposes them) 
enjoys a certain primacy in the direction of the process,” Ellacuría, “Función liberadora de la filosofía” in 
EP I, 110, my translation. See Sols’ discusión on praxis where he lists Ellacuría’s numerous definitions, La 
Teología histórica de Ignacio Ellacuría (Madrid: Trotta, 1999), 220-222. 
305 See chapter 5, “Political philosophy as ideological moment of praxis: toward a correct 
historicization.” 
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the fact that not even the best of actions, achieve their ends. Indeed most become bogged 
down, diverted, even exhausted in the surrounding social and political complexities.
307
 
Accordingly, philosophy enjoys a particular autonomy, yet one that is by no means 
absolute. Rather, it is always tempered by philosophy’s special dependence upon the way 
it gets its bearings upon social and historical reality and the interests that dominate it. 
Finally, I referred to the means through which philosophy becomes correctly 
historicized via its critical and creative roles, in addition to its location: in other words 
from where it is done. Important to reiterate here is the latter point; the location, the 
special place that yields truth (lugar-que-da-verdad), the place of theoretical discernment 
and illumination, the place of the poor majorities, the place of the crucified of history. It 
is here, I pointed out, where Ellacuría’s philosophy begins to become more transparently 
a Christian philosophy, where philosophy is done from the privileged place of the truth of 
history – the cross – becoming a privileged moment of true praxis.308 
Ecclesial Praxis: Beyond dualism - historicization of the Reign of God 
Now just as historical praxis responds to and overcomes the distinct dualisms of 
idealism-materialism and individualism-collectivism,
309
 ecclesial praxis also addresses 
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the hoary dualistic enemy of the transcendent-historical in its grounding of the church as 
the sign or sacrament of salvation, through its historicization of the reign of God. 
Child of Vatican II and student of amongst others, Karl Rahner, Ellacuría, quite 
possibly in a more thorough going manner than either, committed himself to articulating 
and realizing the church’s historical character and mission, while at the same time not 
denying its transcendence.
310
 In his early article, “Liberation: Mission and Charisma of 
the Latin American Church,”311 he argues against the static view that the church is to be 
the same for all times and in all places. He writes, 
That change must include the negation of every present moment as proposes 
Hegel, the purely evolutionary search for new and more perfect forms as suggests 
Bergson, or the permanent creation in the realization of hitherto unheard of 
possibilities, as preferred by Zubiri; all are debatable. The explanation of the 
essence of the historical is not easy and about this there can be much discussion. 
But what is not debatable is that there are historical realities; that the church is a 
reality in history and that change is part-and-parcel of these realities…As Zubiri 
says in regard to another matter, the church should always be the same, but never 
the same.
312
 
For Ellacuría, a static reading of the church is both naïve and inaccurate, since it 
detaches it from dynamic history, the very crucible in which it is immersed. That is not to 
suggest however that the church should be somehow separated from its past – Ellacuría is 
no iconoclast – since not only the church, but as we have seen in Chapter Five, history 
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itself is the product of a “traditioning transmission” (transmición tradente).313 Moreover, 
Ellacuría rejects the extremist positions that view the church either in “spiritual” terms 
that reject the temporal or “worldly” terms that reduce everything to the political. To 
prioritize one or the other, involves the denial of what is crucial to his understanding of 
historical reality; namely its religated nature where reality is a unity and transcendence 
occurs within it.
314
 That said, just how does ecclesial praxis address the dualistic problem 
of the transcendent-historical? 
The beginning point for this discussion is that of the character of the church as 
sign or sacrament of salvation. Here in the light of Vatican II, Ellacuría’s interest is to 
take both the church’s historical and transcendent character seriously. As we have seen 
throughout this chapter, salvation itself also bears transcendent and historical traits. 
Indeed, Ellacuría reinforces this understanding by insisting that just as salvation pertains 
to humanity but is not of humanity as such, the two, transcendence and history, cannot 
and must not be separated. Accordingly, 
To say that only in the incarnate God is the salvation of human beings, is of 
course a human interpretation, an expression of human transcendence. But transcendence 
does not suppose separation, but instead an assumption of totality. Here there is the 
insinuation of the need to interpret salvation dialectically: salvation that is of human 
beings but that also is not. In other words, saving action is initiated at a point that is 
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superior to human beings, but human beings as the object of salvation are taken up or 
included precisely because it is all about the salvation of the person.
315
 
In short then, the Word of God is a divine initiative, beginning from God and 
transcending humanity, but equally an historic event including humanity. Indeed outside 
of history there can be no salvation. Salvation then is neither divorced from history nor 
identical with it. In saying this however one thing is sure; not only is there a history of 
salvation but salvation must also be historical. For Ellacuría this means two things: 
salvation is different according to the historical time and place in which it is realized, and 
that it must be realized in history and in historical human beings. In arguing thus, he 
rejects the idea that history is univocal – the same in all times and places – and that the 
human being is just spirit without history, without real incarnation in the world.
316
 
Now given that salvation is historical, the church’s privilege and task is to give 
expression to that reality as it seeks to realize salvation in the many and varied contexts in 
which it finds itself. In other words, the invitation to the church is to historicize salvation 
and to do this precisely through the vehicle of its ecclesial praxis. But what does ecclesial 
praxis actually look like? Ellacuría essentially develops an interpretation that navigates 
between the perspectives of the Bible, Feuerbach and Marx, between what appear as 
extremes that would either spiritualize or politicize ecclesial praxis. While his discussion 
is only quite schematic and frankly open to challenge, the points nevertheless are not 
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without merit. He typifies the position of the early writings of the Old Testament as ones 
that interpret Yahweh’s action as of a purely political nature in and through the 
deliverance of Israel. This he admits is deepened and personalized in the prophets, 
leading to greater equilibrium between the political and the religious, the exterior and the 
interior, which in turn influences the New Testament. Feuerbach for his part prioritizes 
the interior and contemplative act of theory over praxis, rejecting Hebrew praxis as 
illegitimate altogether, due to the manner in which it attributes social and political 
transformation to God rather than to human beings. In turn, Feuerbach draws the ire of 
Marx, since what Marx considers Feuerbach should have done was not to withdraw to 
theory
317
 favoring it over praxis, but rather reconstitute praxis in its immanent form.
318
 As 
Ellacuría explains regarding Marx’s view; “What must be done, is to abandon all 
transcendent reference to God, in order to live out immanently the transformative praxis 
of nature and history. True human fullness is in achieving human society, social 
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humanity.”319 But to all of these – Hebrew politicization, Feuerbach’s contemplative 
interiorization and Marx’s immanent praxis – Ellacuría presents an alternative; one that 
as one might expect, integrates the transcendent and the historical. For Ellacuría, it is 
time to affirm that the presence of the divine in natural and social reality is not one of a 
demiurge that through miracles rewards or punishes the religious moral behavior of 
human beings and peoples. It is time to affirm that the transforming action of the world 
and society from the perspective of Christian inspiration is located in the constitutive sign 
outside of which human salvation and divinization cannot be made present.
320
 These 
constitutive signs are the humanity of Christ, sign of more than his humanity and the 
worldliness of the church, sign of its trans-worldliness. In other words, the sign is that 
which overcomes the numerous dualisms that imprison humanity and its action. As 
Ellacuría puts it, “If Christian action places itself in the line of the sign, it is possible to 
overcome naturalism and supernaturalism, secularism and pietism; it is possible to 
overcome so many forms of schizophrenia, so many confusions that mark Christian 
thought and existence.”321 
This is indeed what Ellacuría does. He moves beyond the old paradigms of 
Hebrew politicization, Feuerbach and Marx, to a fourth option that connects the reign of 
God, “the divinely initiated process of humanity’s liberation from sin and divinization for 
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life,”322 and the church in its “call to participate in this salvation as its herald and 
sacramental mediator.”323 Ecclesial praxis then, escapes on the one hand a contemplative 
interiorization, while advocating on the other, a transformation that amounts to more than 
just an intramundane human project. As the crucial element of the church’s 
sacramentality, ecclesial praxis presents a unity-in-distinction where transcendence 
operates within history, not solely beyond it. 
Ecclesial Praxis: Beyond dualism - Historical and Ecclesial Praxes: Integralism, 
Milbank, Niebuhr and Ellacuría 
Ecclesial praxis “in the line of the sign” moves beyond the old distinctions of the 
transcendent-historical, and its other extrapolations, “supernaturalism-naturalism” and 
“pietism-secularism.” Moreover and perhaps most fundamentally, it is in the light of 
reality’s religated nature that Ellacuría overcomes such separations in his construal of the 
relationship between historical and ecclesial praxes. In what follows I shall contrast 
Ellacuría’s approach with two others. The first is the ‘integralism’ of John Milbank 
through his championing of the Blondelian paradigm “supernaturalizing the natural.” The 
second is Reinhold Niebuhr’s Christian Realism, that in a sense stands at the other end of 
the continuum, harboring a deep distrust of Christian superlatives, the whisper of utopias, 
all of which in Niebuhr’s view, never serve any good purpose in the discussion of 
practical public social ethics and praxis. 
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Milbank correctly situates the beginning of Latin American liberation theology in 
the context of Vatican II: more precisely the theology of grace grounded in the integralist 
revolution, where as he explains, “in concrete historical humanity there is no such thing 
as a state of “pure nature.” Rather, every person has already been worked upon by divine 
grace, with the consequence that one cannot analytically separate ‘natural’ and 
‘supernatural’ contributions to this integral unity.”324 He supports this new direction, over 
and against the traditional “integrist” perspective “founded upon a totalizing theology,”325 
which historically speaking facilitated clerical dominance over all the affairs of secular 
life. Milbank also supports liberation theology’s rejection of the “distinction of planes” 
model that neatly argued that the church should not ordinarily interfere in the secular 
sphere, which enjoys its own proper autonomy under God and that is normally the 
concern of the laity.
326
 He agrees with Gutiérrez that such a model breaks down in the 
“face of the experience of lay apostleship and ‘base communities’ in Latin America.”327 
In short the question is, “where does the ecclesiastical end and the political begin when 
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the concern is to forge true ‘Christian community’ in the face of social anarchy and 
legalized terror?”328 
For Milbank, this integralist revolution has two sources; a French source (de 
Lubac and Blondel), and a German source (Rahner). The former, through 
‘supernaturalizing the natural’, recovers a pre-modern sense of the Christianized person 
as a fully real person. The latter, that ‘naturalizes the supernatural’ through a mediating 
theology, a rapprochement with the Enlightenment, as Lee says rather gently, “makes of 
the supernatural a permanent area of human life”329 but as Milbank says more forcefully, 
moves in the direction of “ a universal humanism…and an autonomous secular order.”330 
It is this latter option, the German, the Rahnerian, that in Milbank’s assessment, has led 
liberation theology down a path toward entrapment in secular reason and its 
“unwarranted foundationalist presuppositions.”331 In essence, Milbank considers that 
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liberation thought has depended upon the view that “the social is an autonomous sphere 
which does not need to turn to theology for its self-understanding,”332 but which 
nevertheless considered as grace-imbued, implies that theology must be founded upon the 
pre-theological basis of sociology or Marxist social theory. It is precisely this connection 
with and as Milbank sees it, allegiance to the modern sociological meta-narrative that 
entirely undermines the capacity of liberation theologians, firstly, to offer a theological 
critique of society and secondly, to formulate any genuine Christian praxis. The first 
leads to anything but a “true theology,”333 and the second to “an impossible praxis 
‘without theory’ or else to a specific ‘political practice’ which is a practice outside 
Christian tradition,”334 a practice that is utterly secular.335 
Now in applying this argument to salvation and liberation, Milbank argues that 
liberation thought gives salvation content in social terms but treats the experience in a 
purely individualistic manner. This split is due, he contends, to an abstract sociological 
opposition between the social and the individual. He concludes then that liberation 
theology is confined in its treatment of salvation, saying, 
[P]olitical and liberation theology continues to think of salvation as belonging to a 
separate ‘religious’ category which concerns a particular dimension of individual 
a priori experience. In this respect, far from being guilty of reducing salvation to 
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liberation, their fault is rather that they have an altogether asocial notion of 
salvation itself. However, salvation in this conception is to do with empty, 
formless epistemological transcendence: the Rahnerian vorgriff and the 
supernatural existential. If salvation is to be given content, liberation theology 
must look to the social realm, which it understands as nonetheless over against the 
individual and religious. The social realm is thought to posses its own immanent 
ethical principles which are those of an emergent humanity and which cannot be 
qualified by theology. All that theology can do is to give these principles of 
liberation another name: ‘salvation’. Theology is able to declare that natural, 
human ethics is approved by God. It is able to do this because natural, human 
ethics has the goal of liberation – the setting free of the human capacity for 
transcendence, which is precisely the supposed source and foundation for our 
knowledge of God’s existence. All revolves in this futile circle.336 
But if for Milbank, liberation thought in the area of philosophy and social theory 
has issues, they also exist in the areas of christology and Christian or supernatural praxis, 
not to mention ecclesiology. Regarding Christology, Milbank rejects the idea of many 
liberation theologians concerning an anonymous form of love in contrast to explicitly 
Christian love. In what appears to be a reference to Matthew 25:31-46,
337
 he writes, 
The decision for or against salvation, is purportedly to be taken at an anonymous, 
ethical level: the purely categoric decision to love the neighbor leads inevitably to 
a willing of the necessary social means. Liberation theologians are fond of 
insisting that Jesus himself appears to demand an anonymous response: the person 
who does charity recognizes Christ in the neighbor, and is his true follower. 
However, for Christianity, love is a highly complex, learned practice, which Jesus 
spells out in fully exemplary fashion. It is only because charity is seen as fully 
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defined by Christ’s words and actions that one can speak of Christ as carrying out 
an irreplaceable restoration of human nature.
338
 
In effect, Milbank’s charge here is that liberation theologians acknowledge only 
in Christ a “perfection of subjective motivation”; something that in the final analysis, he 
suggests, is meaningless, in that a motivation not tied to some specific objective intention 
to do this or that in certain circumstances, cannot be morally assessed. In concretizing his 
point, he turns his attack upon Segundo – who I consider to be the only theologian really 
guilty of the charge
339
 – claiming that all that really concerns him is that Jesus pursued 
the right praxis for his time and circumstances; in other words, all that matters is strategy 
and motivation. Even though he establishes Segundo as the straw-man for all liberation 
theologians, his insight is still not entirely without some justification. Accordingly he 
insists that, 
[I]t is not that we are to exercise the same motivation of love within different 
historical circumstances which we interpret theoretically, but that we are to 
‘repeat’ precisely what Jesus did in practice, but in different historical 
circumstances, which we interpret practically through subsuming them into our 
“performance” of the original Christic text.340 
It is in this context that Milbank asserts what he holds to be at the very heart of 
Jesus’ praxis; his “peaceableness.”341 It is in this connection that he accuses liberation 
                                                 
338 Milbank, Theology and Social Theory: Beyond Secular Reason, 236. 
339 See Segundo, The Liberation of Theology, (Dublin, Gill and MacMillan, 1977), 33, 83, 118-
121, 154-157, 166. 
340 Milbank, Theology and Social Theory: Beyond Secular Reason, 237. 
341 On “peacebleness” see Stanley Hauerwas, “Jesus and the Social Embodiment of the Peaceable 
Kingdom,” and also “Peacemaking: The Virtue of the Church,” in Stanley Hauerwas, The Hauerwas 
Reader, (Durham, USA, Duke University Press, 2005), 116-141, 318-326, respectively. 
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theologians of considering such practice as merely strategic, as they usually contend that 
violent struggle and revolution was not the path Jesus took, only because of its 
impracticality prior to industrialization and proletarianization. Here Milbank considers 
the liberationist position to be not just a betrayal of Jesus’ own practice, but part of its 
selling-out to the modern secular meta-narrative, characterized as it is by violence. 
Finally, as to the issue of ecclesiology, Milbank adds yet another weapon to his 
arsenal of liberation theology’s sins of entrapment within secular reason. Here he 
contends that caught up in the secular meta-narrative, liberation thinkers overlook the 
church as a “society of friends”342 that anticipates a socialist vision marked by a common 
understanding of the meaning of justice. Combine this with a theology contaminated by 
the social sciences, and liberation thought becomes totally compromised, unable to 
construct a serious critique of the capitalist system, unable to sheet home the 
responsibility where it really lies – to actual human injustice. In this regard he singles out 
the sociologist Gregory Baum, arguing that while Baum accepts that Christians are 
ethically obliged to side with the victims of oppressive social structures, these structures 
themselves escape human responsibility, only to be thought of in objective sociological 
terms, not as the avoidable product of human injustice. Milbank writes accordingly, 
In subscribing to ‘Marxist sociology,’ Baum takes over unexamined, something 
much more fundamental: namely political economy’s version of the heterogenesis 
                                                 
342 Moltmann, with whom Milbank may have problems, speaks well of the church in these terms: 
see Jürgen Moltmann, The Church in the Power of the Spirit: A Contribution to Messianic Ecclesiology 
(London:SCM, 1977), esp. 314-336.Two very eloquent and short pieces also speak of the church as the 
society of friends, “chapter 2, “Community with Others” and chapter 4, “Open Friendship” in The Open 
Church: Invitation to a Messianic Lifestyle (London: SCM, 1978). 
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of ends, according to which individual decisions are like windowless monads 
having in their self-consciousness no connection with the long-term social 
upshot….A bad system is not just a heterogenous upshot: it is also ‘always 
already begun’ in its preparations, in all the completely interwoven, apparently 
‘minor’ social expressions of selfishness and self-delusion.343 
He adds in a compelling, but I think an entirely unrecognizable way, if Ellacuría 
and El Salvador’s progressive Catholicism are any guide, “Like all political economists, 
political and liberation theologians shift politics and economics from the site of ethics to 
the site of a theology of providence. For in making the algebraic equation, 
liberation=salvation, they still celebrate a hidden working of divine design through purely 
immanent processes. What they really say is what they claim not to say: namely that 
Christians should say their prayers, be decent citizens and otherwise just accept society as 
it is.”344 
In sum then, for Milbank, the problem with regard to liberation theologians does 
not reside in the commitment they have to the poor. As a self-confessed socialist of the 
                                                 
343 Milbank, Theology and Social Theory: Beyond Secular Reason 244-245. In making his case, he 
refers to Baum’s two chapters 8 and 9, the former on Max Weber and the latter on critical theology. While I 
only have access to the Spanish translation, I find it difficult to understand his conclusions about Baum’s 
thought. For example in chapter 9, Baum actually writes about sin, both personal and social. He says, “The 
metanoia to which the gospel calls us, demands from us that we examine our personal life and as well the 
existent injustices and contradictions in the various institutions in which we are integrated; be they 
political, economic, educational, ecclesiastical or of any other sort. The assumption of conscience with 
regard to institutional life is part of the conversion through which we separate ourselves from sin.” Baum, 
Religión y alienación: Lectura teológica de la sociología, trans. J. Valiente Malla, (Madrid, Ediciones 
Cristiandad, 1975), 228, my translation. Translated from the Spanish, Religión y Alienación, Lectura 
teológica de la sociología (Madrid, Ediciones Cristiandad, 1980), original English title, Religion and 
Alienation: A Theological Reading of Sociology (New York: Paulist, 1975). 
344 Ibid., 245. This is an extraordinary statement, with which not even Milbank’s ‘terrible trio’ 
Segundo, Gutiérrez and Boff could be identified. Perhaps Milbank should read Miranda’s Marx and the 
Bible: A Critique of the Philosophy of Oppression, tr. John Eagleson, (London: SCM, 1977), first published 
as Marx y la biblia: Crítica a la filosofía de la opresión, (Salamanca: Spain, Sígueme, 1971). Miranda 
speaks quite bluntly about human complicity in injustice. 
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Christian variety, this sits well with him.
345
 It is rather, as Lee puts it, “in the sources, in 
the manner that liberation theologians frame their thought and conceptions of reality, that 
they make the fatal error.”346 In making this claim, it must be reiterated that he applies no 
real detailed analysis to any liberation theologian, and as mentioned earlier, he appears to 
subsume liberation thought under the mantle of Segundo, Gutiérrez, and Clodovis Boff; 
which on any score seems somewhat fanciful. 
But what of Milbank’s own Christian counter meta-narrative? This too is not 
without its problems. In what follows I wish to respond to him through discussion of four 
questions: first, whether his commitment to the importance of meta-narrative is really 
justified in the light of reality? Second, does he in fact achieve a genuine integralism 
through his supernaturalizing the natural? Third, is his christological approach so 
“exclusivist” as to effectively set Christians apart from the rest of humanity, leaving 
nothing to be learnt from ‘outsiders’? And fourth, is his insistence upon secularism’s 
violence really accurate? 
Concerning the first question, Milbank is convinced that people live out of 
particular myths or meta-narratives. Baum challenges this, and in so doing throws back 
into Milbank’s court the manner in which even Milbank has been influenced by secular 
sociology. He writes, probably with some delight, 
Milbank and the postmodern thinkers exaggerate the extent to which people’s 
practices and ideas are constructed by the myth implicit in their cultural traditions. 
                                                 
345 Milbank, Theology and Social Theory: Beyond Secular Reason, 208. 
346 Lee, Bearing the Weight of Salvation: The Soteriology of Ignacio Ellacuría, 139. 
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This exaggeration is derived from Emile Durkheim’s structuralist imagination. In 
reality people live at the intersection of several orientations, some determined by 
their nature, others derived from stories and cultural tradition.
347
 
In insisting that people live out of more than one story and are prompted to action 
by mixed motivations, Baum refers to the practice of hospitality. His point is that this 
virtue is exercised through a range of inspirations that transcend the solely Christian: for 
example the acknowledgement of mutual-interdependence, respect for human beings, and 
compassion before human vulnerability, not to mention a sense of legitimate self-interest, 
cultural conformity, religious conviction and personal generosity. Still earlier in his 
thinking, Baum makes a similar point in reference to the question of conatus or self-
preservation, that Milbank has deemed a lamentably accepted ‘ethical’ impulse exclusive 
to modernity. Baum insists that conatus is not a construction of modernity, but a “given-
impulse” that operates to some degree in all people’s lives, even when they are deeply 
involved in the religious myth of their society. To confirm the point he turns to the 
biblical story where Samuel sought to change the minds of the Hebrews as they 
demanded a political model of kingship. He observes that Samuel in challenging them, 
did not appeal to their meta-narrative but rather to their conatus, their self-preservation, 
insisting that if they had a king set over them, he would invariably impose himself, 
oppressing their sons and daughters and seizing in one way or another their fields and 
vineyards.
348
 In short then Baum reminds us that life and its living is much more complex 
                                                 
347 Baum, “For and Against John Milbank,” in Essays in Critical Theology, (Kansas City: Sheed & 
Ward, 1994), 69. 
348 Ibid., 58-59. 
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than what Milbank is prepared to allow, that human beings draw upon a myriad of 
influences that may well include but also transcend the Christian. 
Concerning the second question, it is doubtful whether Milbank actually achieves 
his sought after integralism through his paradigm of supernaturalizing the natural. Indeed 
it appears that his militancy overwhelms the natural, in a sense taking it by storm. Aidan 
Nichols O.P., addresses this issue eloquently,
349
 where he charges Milbank with 
“hermeticism.” He argues that Milbank encloses “Christian discourse and practice within 
a wholly separate universe of thought and action, a universe constituted by the prior 
‘mythos’ of Christianity… an over arching supra-rational vision of the world, within 
which alone particular truths can be set forth, particular exemplars of action set up for 
imitation.”350 Moreover and most importantly, Nichols charges Milbank with doing that 
which neither Blondel, nor de Lubac or even von Balthazar sought: namely the 
elimination of the natural. He contends, 
The Catholic theologians on whom he relies above all, Henri de Lubac and Hans 
Urs von Balthasar, with behind them the seminal philosophical figure of Maurice 
Blondel – although concerned as he rightly says to ‘’supernaturalize the natural’ – 
did not suppose that they were thereby eliding the natural, rubbing it out on the 
Church’s map of the world. It is an incorrect interpretation of de Lubac’s thought 
to say that by insisting on the essentially supernatural orientation of human nature, 
and denying the existence of two parallel sets of ends for that nature in the 
concrete order, he rejected any formal distinction of nature from the supernatural. 
Though Balthasar may move at times perilously close to such an erasure of the 
natural (and so of natural wisdom and natural law), owing to the centering of his 
theology in the incarnate, not the pre-existent Logos ‘by whom all things were 
                                                 
349 Aidan Nichols O. P., “Non tali auxilio: John Milbank’s Suasion to Orthodoxy” in New 
Blackfriars, Vol.73, (June, 1992), 326-332. 
350 Ibid., 327. 
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made,’ the literary practice of both men as historical theologians, shows that they 
were far from denying a relative autonomy to the expression of the 
transcendentals found outside the Judaeo-Christian order.
351
 
In short then, that Milbank actually integrates the supernatural and natural at all 
seems improbable; rather his attempt falls dramatically short in as much as he elides, he 
eliminates the natural altogether from contention.
352
 
Concerning the third question, Milbank’s christological approach does on the face 
of it appear so “exclusivist” as to effectively set Christians apart from the rest of 
humanity, leading to a view of church that is dangerously ahistorical, with nothing to be 
learnt from outsiders. In addressing this question, Baum explains that in Milbank’s 
exclusivist paradigm, the human response to the Christ-given fulfillment of the natural 
order takes place in surrender, discipleship, and action, which for Milbank means the 
practice of love, forgiveness and peace. Such an approach also perceives human nature in 
                                                 
351 Ibid., 328. He adds by way of confirmation, “One need only think of de Lubac’s account of the 
Renaissance scholar Pico della Mirandola with his love of the ‘pia quaedam theologia’ of the antique sages, 
and the fourth volume of Balthasar’s ‘Herrlichkeit’ on the ‘realm of metaphysics in antiquity’. Or taking a 
longer view, we can think of Justin Martyr’s ‘encomium’ of certain Greek philosophers as men who lived 
with the Logos, an early testimony to an appropriation of ancient philosophy by Christian thinkers more 
intimate and constitutive than Milbank cares to admit,” 328-329. 
352 This deficit which Nichols refers to as “deplorable” is also taken up by Baum in application to 
Vatican II’s Pastoral Constitution in the Modern World, “Gaudium et spes.” Baum writes, “Gaudium et 
spes introduces an innovative theology of conscience…. the theory that God is graciously present in the 
moral quest of individual people. The Conciliar document tells us that in conscience people are addressed 
by a law not of their own making, summoning them to do good and avoid evil (natural law) and that in 
conscience ‘the most secret core and sanctuary of a person,’ people hear the echo of God’s voice, 
summoning them to live up to ‘the law that is fulfilled by love of God and neighbour’. What is affirmed 
here is that the natural law is not as natural as it appears: it is in fact supernatural (my emphasis) i.e., an 
echo of God’s redemptive summons. God is graciously present in people’s inner struggle to find the truth 
and do the right thing. That is why ‘Gaudium et spes’ is able to propose that ‘in fidelity to conscience 
Christians are joined with the rest of humans in the search for truth and for the genuine solution to the 
numerous problems which arise in the life of individuals and from social relationships,” Baum, “Vatican 
II’s Critical Openness to Modernity,” in Essays in Critical Theology, 180. 
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an Augustinian manner: as essentially frustrated, unable to find happiness within the 
limits of its own powers. In this situation, human beings may overcome their frustration 
only through the gratuitous encounter with the supernatural. Baum interprets Milbank 
faithfully in as much as reality apart from Jesus is “only sin and darkness.”353 The 
“inclusivist” approach on the other hand, considers the Christ-event as elevating the 
whole of human history to the supernatural. While assuring the presence of divine grace 
in the community of believers, it also affirms it among the whole of sinful humanity. In 
other words, while divine mercy revealed in Christ is believed, proclaimed and celebrated 
only in the Christian church, in a hidden manner, this same redeeming grace operates 
wherever people are, offering them freedom from their sins and supporting their quest for 
truth and justice. In short then, in contrast to Milbank’s ‘exclusivism’, history itself is 
lifted to the supernatural order.
354
 
Pushing the question further, just how does Milbank’s exclusivist christological 
approach actually set Christians apart from the rest of humanity? In effect he constructs a 
view of church that is inherently idealistic as the sole repository of Christian virtues, even 
though when it comes down to it, Christians look rather a lot like everybody else. Rowan 
                                                 
353 Baum, “For and Against John Milbank,” in Essays in Critical Theology, 64. 
354 This does not suggest that the inclusivist is free of issues. Rowan Williams sets this out 
brilliantly in saying, “The problem with integralism (meaning the Rahnerian variety), is that it can suggest 
a definition of corporate and individual good in which the role of explicit reference to the saving action of 
God is obscure; statement about revelation, conversion, grace or holiness are always in danger of melting 
into supposedly universalizable beliefs about human goodness. There is no clear place from which the 
Church can call secularity to account. There is in fact an ersatz peace invoked here between the city of God 
and the earthly city.” Rowan Williams, “Saving Time: Thoughts on Practice, Patience and Vision” in New 
Blackfriars, Vol.73, (June, 1992), 323. 
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Williams discerns this ecclesial reading of ideal types as one that presents the church as 
the “achieved.”355 He gently proffers that the ethical is always progressively learned 
through history, and that the church is no exception to the rule, for it too gradually learns 
the meaning of the peace and charity (love) it receives and expresses as gift. The church 
then is an historical community always under construction. Baum makes the same point 
concerning this gradual learnedness of peace and love, when he draws from the wells of 
church history, the story of Ambrose of Milan. He writes, 
When in his (Milbank’s) long treatment of Augustine, he compares the Christian 
virtues with the pagan practices of the Empire, he does not recall the strange irony, 
often discussed in the literature, that in the year 388, when a Christian mob led by 
a bishop, destroyed a synagogue in a city of Mesopotamia, Emperor Theodosius 
ordered that the synagogue be rebuilt by the bishop; for which he (Theodosius) 
was severely reprimanded and threatened with excommunication by St Ambrose, 
who wanted civil laws protecting Jewish worship annulled.
356
 
                                                 
355 Ibid. He writes, “For the risk Milbank’s exposition runs is…of slipping into a picture of history 
as the battlefield of ideal types,” 320. He develops his concern over Milbank’s ecclesial idealization a little 
earlier in the article referring to the origins of the church. He says, “The history of ecclesial origination here 
offered is a narrative constructed from a position determined as outside the Jewish and Roman worlds of 
reference; and while Milbank would (rightly) reply that we cannot but tell the story from where we now 
are, from the standpoint of the ‘achieved,’ the realized difference of the Church, we are not given any 
purchase on the specific points of strain or collision that gradually constituted the Church as historically 
and tangibly other than the orders it contests. It is as if the origination is the birth of a full-grown 
Minerva…, the meta-narrative that is being sought is in danger of flattening out into a bald statement of 
timeless ideal differences,” 320. 
356 Baum, “For and Against John Milbank,” in Essays in Critical Theology, 64. William T. 
Cavanaugh challenges this view in Torture and Eucharist: Theology ,Politics and the Body of Christ 
(Malden, Mass, Blackwell, 1998), seeing the church very much in Milbankian terms, but in a decidedly 
Eucharistic way. Writing from the context of Pinochet’s Chile, he holds that the church has gone too far in 
its acceptance of the modern mythos and appeals to the Eucharist as the means through which the church 
re-establishes its identity as it seeks to retrieve “church practice of the political” within a specifically 
Christian discourse. This is far preferable, he holds, to what has in fact been the case in liberation thought – 
for which it must be said he has some sympathy – where the church has become dissolved into the world 
due to its reliance upon modern thought and its almost passive acceptance of the state with its co-opting 
practices and ideologies. What is especially interesting in Cavanaugh’s thought is the contrast he builds 
between the competing soteriologies of church and state, suggesting that each has a similar end; “the 
salvation of humankind from the divisions which plague us.” He holds the state is the false copy and the 
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Finally, Milbank’s myth of “necessary violence” is difficult to sustain. Williams 
is again critical of his tendency to analyze things ahistorically. He writes, “the word 
‘violence’ is both loaded and vague, and sometimes it is being made to do duty for any 
voluntary limiting of another’s unrestricted will, while still retaining extreme pejorative 
connotations not necessarily appropriate to such a more general account.”357 
Williams’ point is that it should be possible to speak of inevitable contestation in 
a contingent world given the fact that not “all goods are compossible,” without 
necessarily saying “that there can be no final healing or mending eschatologically”358 or 
“that conflict and exclusion have a sacred or necessarily liberative character.”359 Here, 
Williams is suggesting that Milbank really establishes two poles; on the one hand the 
Christian myth of non-violence where his construction denies the contingent reality of a 
contingent world, and on the other, the secular that apparently embraces the violent myth. 
In contrast Williams contends through the analogy of Trinitarian relations that the 
Christian positing of difference and diversity is never simply a “repetition” of divine 
generation, but rather in historical reality, a slow process marked by ambiguity; in short 
                                                                                                                                                 
Eucharist is the means for overcoming the state’s soteriological narrative. See Cavanaugh, “The City: 
beyond Secular Parodies” in Radical Orthodoxy: A New Theology; ed. John Milbank, Catherine Pickstock 
and Graham Ward (London and New York, Routledge, 1999), 182. 
357 Williams, “Saving Time: Thoughts on Practice, Patience and Vision” in New Blackfriars, 
Vol.73, (June, 1992), 322. 
358 Ibid. 
359 Ibid. 
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[I]t is the making of a world whose good will take time to realize, whose good is 
to emerge from uncontrolled circumstance – not by divine enactment in a direct 
sense, but by a kind of interaction of divine and contingent causality.
360
 
Again with regard to violence, Williams is concerned that Milbank falls into the 
danger of setting the common life of the Church too dramatically apart from the historical 
and real ways in which good is realized in a contingent world. Indeed, what is needed is 
an imagination marked by humility, where the risks taken by the church in the 
construction of peace are matched by a theologizing about its “misconstruals,” “its 
repeated slithering into premature totalizations” and of course its victims.361 
What then in the final analysis becomes clear about Milbank’s daring project of 
“supernaturalizing the natural” is that it does not sufficiently acknowledge the contingent, 
nor does it perceive the need to embrace the natural at all. In so doing it violates any real 
                                                 
360 Ibid., 323. 
361 He writes extremely sensitively, “The imagining of ‘total peace’ must somehow be accessible 
to those whose history is not yet heard, or even heard in and by the Church (how might a woman tell this 
story as a story of peace or promise?),” Ibid. It is the misconstruals and totalizations that are the worry. For 
his part Baum reads the church historically and for this reason along with Williams, struggles to understand 
Milbank’s supremely confident ahistorical ecclesial interpretation. It is in this context that he rightly locates 
Rahner and by implication the integralist paradigm of “naturalizing the supernatural.” He writes with great 
insight, “Christian practice and teaching were challenged by the Holocaust and later by the protest of 
nations colonized by Western empires and their Churches. These painful historical experiences revealed the 
ideology of domination implicit in Christian doctrine as traditionally understood. This unsettling discovery 
and the subsequent repentance created the spiritual context in which Karl Rahner and many other 
theologians developed their inclusivist Christology. This teaching allowed Christians for the first time to 
honor Judaism, to respect other world religions and to free themselves from the dangerous and death 
dealing view that God loved only them. John Milbank, a young man, belongs to a generation after the 
Holocaust and, hence, not as profoundly challenged by it as was the older generation of theologians. 
Milbank’s exclusivist Christology re-introduces the traditional negation of Jewish existence into Christian 
theological discourse and interrupts the recent conversion of the Church to universal solidarity,” Baum, 
“For and Against John Milbank,” in Essays in Critical Theology, 71. 
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integralism and runs the risk of building a peace that is Christianly-speaking both 
potentially idealistic and totalizing.
362
 
Milbank’s Christian exclusivism is well summed up in his words, “Only the 
vision and hope of heaven makes us socially and politically just on earth - and how is it 
one wonders, that we have ever come to think otherwise?”363 For Reinhold Niebuhr, such 
a statement would have produced apoplexy, evoking the Social Gospel movement of 
Walter Rauschenbusch, Shailer Mathews and others. To suggest that Niebuhr sought a 
form of theological integralism would be to claim too much; after all his contribution pre-
dated the impact of Vatican II and he was and remained very much, on his own 
                                                 
362 Williams writes, in a defense of sorts of liberation thought and a questioning of Milbank’s 
Augustinianism, “Somewhere behind the romanticizing and rationalizing of futile disorganized violence so 
typical of that era (referring to the 1970s in Latin America), lies a harsher recognition that here the gospel 
cannot be but adversarial in respect of existing power; the question is how to handle that adversarial role 
without colluding with state violence by mirroring it (think of Peru in the last decade) or becoming totally 
marginal to any imaginable political process at more than local level. What force is entailed in realizing 
peace? Milbank’s Augustinianism allows this question t be raised, certainly; and perhaps the most 
important things is to avoid, as he does, an answer in anything other than negative, regulative or minatory 
terms. But this issue is a significant part, surely of his campaign for real ethics; and my point throughout 
this brief essay has been to press the question of whether the kind of ethic he so evidently wants doesn’t 
require rather more attention to the tragic implications of contingency itself, if the peace it constructs is not 
to be totalizing and ahistorical,” ibid., 325. 
363 Milbank, “Can Morality be Christian?” in The Word Made Strange: Theology, Language and 
Culture, (Oxford, Blackwell), 1997, 23-231. In his article against Niebuhr, this idea of the sheer power of 
the Christian meta-narrative as that which objectively supplants all else is explained thus: “In the face of 
the resurrection, it becomes finally impossible to think of our Christian narrative as only ‘our point of 
view,’ our perspective on a world that really exists in a different ‘secular’ way. There is no independently 
available ‘real world’ against which we must test our Christian convictions, because these convictions are 
the most final, and at the same time the most basic, seeing of what the world is….In assuming, on the 
contrary that ‘reality’ can be empirically and neutrally assessed, Niebuhrian realists are too often betraying 
the entire Christian reading of history.” Milbank, “The Poverty of Niebuhrianism,” in The Word Made 
Strange: Theology, Language and Culture, (Oxford, Blackwell, 1997), 250. Once can imagine Ellacuría’s 
concern with this sort of statement which for him would be tantamount to a form of Christian idealism. For 
Ellacuría, it is precisely in historical reality where Christian convictions are tested and worked out. 
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admission, a liberal Protestant social ethicist, rather than a theologian.
364
 That said, and 
even though Niebuhr did not anchor his thought in the terminology of this current 
discussion – supernatural and natural praxis – I think it can be demonstrated that he 
represents an approach where his preference for his own peculiar interpretation of the 
natural, led to conclusions that diluted the “Christian” in the challenge of social 
engagement. It is my contention here that while Milbank’s Radical Orthodoxy claims too 
much for Christian praxis, Niebuhr’s Christian Realism claims altogether too little.365 In 
that which follows I wish to set the grounds for the context of Christian Realism, explain 
Niebur’s interpretation of history, society and human beings, and then allude to Christian 
Realism’s resultant impact. 
Gary Dorrien is correct in saying that “Niebuhr’s stature among the giants of 
modern theology was anomalous.”366 In backing this statement up, he refers to how, 
unlike other major Christian theologians of his time, Niebuhr simply did not address the 
usual issues. He gave no attention to technical questions concerning theological method, 
hermeneutics, language, or exegesis. He did not accept the historicity of Christ’s 
                                                 
364 In response to Emil Brunner’s questions about Niebuhr’s use of myth and symbol and what 
kind of reality lay behind them, Niebuhr waved off these questions explaining that he was a social ethicist 
not a theologian. See Garry Dorrien, Soul in Society: The Making and Renewal of Social Christianity, 
(Minneapolis, Fortress, 1995), 144-145. 
365 Stanley Hauerwas claims something similar with regard to Christian realism, in his article “On 
Keeping Theological Ethics Theological,” in the section entitled “The Difficulty of Keeping Christian 
Ethics Christian: The Heritage of Protestant Liberalism,” in Stanley Hauerwas, The Hauerwas Reader, 
(Durham, USA, Duke University Press, 2001), 51-74, first published in unrevised form, in Changing 
Perspectives in Moral Philosophy, eds., Stanley Hauerwas and Alasdair MacIntyre (South Bend, Indiana, 
University of Notre Dame, 1983). 
366 Dorrien, Soul in Society: The Making and Renewal of Social Christianity, 143. 
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resurrection, but did not offer any alternative account of Christianity’s Easter faith. Nor 
did his writings develop a theology of the Trinity or the incarnation, or indeed a theology 
of the Holy Spirit or the church. Most significantly in the context of this discussion, he 
rejected the place and role of the kingdom. As Dorrien says, 
Except as a transcendent ideal that stands in judgment over history, Niebuhr gave 
even less sanction to the doctrine of the kingdom. Though his one systematic work, The 
Nature and Destiny of Man, contained a moving section on “The Kingdom of God and 
the Struggle for Justice,” his discussion gave little attention to the kingdom theme and 
made no effort to develop a theology of the kingdom. Niebuhr’s subsequent writings 
denigrated the effect of the kingdom idea in Christian theology and eschewed the biblical 
conception of the church as the kingdom-prefiguring body of Christ. For Neibuhr, the 
biblical notion of the kingdom as an in-breaking spiritual and historical reality was a 
mistaken relic of early Christianity that Christian realism needed to avoid.
367
 
In large part Niebuhr’s aversion to the reign of God can be best understood in the 
light of his conflict with those he considered his opposition, in particular in his early days, 
Social Gospel Christianity.
368
 While this movement was quite broad, it was Walter 
                                                 
367 Ibid., 144. 
368 A constant feature of Niebuhr’s work is the way in which it is nearly always conducted against 
particular opponents and enemies, many of whom are somewhat caricatured, serving the role of “straw 
men.” Ronald Stone, Niebuhr’s last graduate assistant, wrote that Niebuhr’s classes on Western intellectual 
history usually, “resembled a demolition derby,” Ronald H. Stone, Professor Reinhold Niebuhr: A Mentor 
to the Twentieth Century, (Louisville, Westminster/John Knox Press, 1992), 78. Dorrien writes, “Rather 
than a systematic argument, The Nature and Destiny of Man resembled a shooting gallery in which Niebuhr 
one-sidedly portrayed and shot down various Greek, Renaissance and other rationalist philosophers to clear 
the field for his Christian realist alternative,” Dorrien, Soul in Society: The Making and Renewal of Social 
Christianity, 145. 
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Rauschenbusch who became Niehbuhr’s special target.369 Rauschenbusch’s manifesto for 
social Christianity was Christianity and the Social Crisis. There he argued that the 
purpose of Christianity was to “transform human society into the Kingdom of God by 
regenerating all human relations and reconstituting them in accordance with the will of 
God.”370 In drawing primarily upon the prophetic tradition and the synoptic gospels, 
Rauschenbusch concluded that Scripture condemns the evils of injustice and oppression. 
In challenge to contemporary Christianity, which he charged had distorted Christianity’s 
social character, he called for repentance and submission of the will to the Kingdom of 
God, “permitting the divine inspiration to emancipate and clarify the moral insight.”371 
But how did social Christianity actually find concrete expression? In the first 
instance, in the socio-economic realm, social Christianity found expression in democratic 
socialism. Clear about the self-interest of the “possessing classes,” with regard to 
property, government and the law, he had no illusions as to their opacity when it came to 
moral persuasion. In other words, Rauschenbusch was no mere idealist; he proposed a 
labor movement that would “drive a breach through the entrenchments of those opposed 
to it and carry the cause to victory.”372 Central to this struggle, and a transparent sign of 
                                                 
369 Dorrien is sound in his contention that Niebuhr appropriates Rauschenbusch as a ‘straw man’ 
in his objectification of the social gospel movement. His oft quoted attack that the social gospelers did not 
believe in sin, can hardly be sustained with regard to Rauschenbusch, although it could be claimed of the 
generation that followed him. He writes, “In crucial respects, Rauschenbusch was closer to Niebuhr than to 
the social gospel moralism that Niebuhr later repudiated,” Dorrien, ibid., 148. 
370 Rauschenbusch, Christianity and the Social Crisis (New York, Hodder & 
Stoughton/MacMillan, 1970), xiii. 
371 Ibid., 352. 
372 Ibid., 406 
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its radical nature was Rauschenbush’s commitment to not just political and social 
democratization, but most significantly, economic democratization as well.
373
 For 
Rauschenbusch, most fundamental was the capital/labor split, that any struggle for social 
justice worthy of the name, would have to confront. 
In this context, the church’s role within social Christianity was to be that of 
inspiration and correction of the socialist movement; in other words its soul. 
Rauschenbusch was clear that the struggle between capital and labor would not be easy, 
and could not be restricted to idealistic words. Indeed, it was palpably clear to him that 
the working class would have to force its demands and the possessing class would accede 
not because of any sense of brotherly love, but fear. In this situation, he had no doubt that 
the measure of the seriousness of the Christian conscience would be the degree to which 
Christians and the church would join the working class. “Christianity,” he held, “should 
enter into a working alliance with this rising class and by its mediation secure the victory 
of these principals by a gradual equalization of social opportunity and power.”374 
                                                 
373 This concern about economic democratization confirmed the accuracy of his reading about the 
difficulty of the challenge. That said he seemed to dramatically underestimate the difficulty of broader 
cultural change within American society; especially where race was involved. Indeed Rauschenbusch could 
not really transcend his own racial insularity. When it came to preferring particular groups, who he judged 
would be more open to and conducive of democracy, in 1902 at Rochester Seminary, he turned to the 
Germans – his own group –suggesting that they would naturally join with the Anglo-Saxons. In 1905, again 
at Rochester, he asked, “Are the whites of this continent so sure of their possession against the blacks of the 
South and the seething yellow flocks beyond the Pacific, that they need no reinforcement of men of their 
own blood while yet there is time?” Dorrien, Soul in Society: The Making and Renewal of Social 
Christianity, 43. 
374 Ibid., 414. 
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In his work, Christianizing the Social Order,
375
 Rauschenbusch sought to 
establish his arguments for Christian socialism on firmer ground: that is in terms of 
political and economic analysis.
376
 Its optimism was perhaps best marked by the change 
in tone with regard to earlier dire warnings about the invariable harshness of the 
impending labor struggle. This was replaced with a new sense of hope with regard to a 
radicalized church. At the same time, his insistence upon “Christianizing” the new order 
pointed to bringing society into harmony with Christian moral values. These were not 
values that he considered especially unique to Christianity, but rather values of the 
collective conscience, of all people of good will: freedom, compassion, fairness, peace, 
sacrificial love, equality and humility. Positive that American society was democratizing 
in most sectors, Rauschenbusch focused most attention upon that area that would prove 
the most difficult; that which he had foreshadowed in Christianity and the Social Crisis – 
the economic sector – which he referred to as the “unregenerate section of our social 
order.” He held that while most individual capitalists were as ethical as anyone else, the 
problem at heart lay in the commercial system itself, which he considered a “form of 
legalized graft,” responsible for a “spirit of hardness and cruelty” in American life. He 
considered that the concentration of wealth and power in the economic sector actually 
served to undo democratic achievements in other sectors. In short, then, economic 
democracy stood as a moral imperative. Democratic socialism, he argued, would 
                                                 
375 Rauschenbusch, Christianizing the Social Order (New York, MacMillan, 1912). 
376 Dorrien makes the point that it set a “standard for Christian political argument that has rarely 
been equalled,” Dorrien, Soul in Society: The Making and Renewal of Social Christianity, 41. 
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democratize the process of investment so that property rights would be expanded. 
Political democracy without economic democracy was form without substance. 
Finally, democratic socialism for Rauschenbusch favored a mixture of 
cooperative and public ownership of essential industries and private ownership of small 
business. He was not attracted by the ambitious socialist projects of the time of a flat 
Marxist nature, bent upon “blueprints for a new humanity.” He rather warmed to John 
Stuart Mill’s vision of a decentralized socialism, along with Mill’s contention that the 
logical end point for liberal democracy is democratic socialism.
377
 That said, 
Rauschenbusch was convinced that such radical changes could only occur if Christianity 
actively pushed for socialism. It was clear to him that liberal Christianity that supported 
only political reform and social progress would not be sufficient.
378
 
In all of this, Rauschenbusch demonstrated considerable theological acumen. 
With regard to the Kingdom, he did not fall into the trap of reducing it to his particular 
political passions. Rather, he claimed that “The only thing that will last and the only thing 
that matters is the reign of God in humanity, and the reign of God is vaster and higher 
                                                 
377 John Stuart Mill, Principles of Political Economy, Vol. 2, (New York, Appleton & Co, 1884), 
357-359 and Rauschenbusch, Christianizing the Social Order, 357. 
378 Rauschenbusch was particularly perceptive about the limits of American social solidarity. He 
made the point that Americans only ever lifted themselves to a sense of common purpose in times of war. 
Nevertheless he considered that he was witnessing a new epoch. With regard to the issue of economic 
democracy and cooperativism, he wrote, “If anyone thinks such an organization can be evolved by the mere 
propaganda of an economic doctrine or the creation of a strong party, let him take a contract to build a 
suspension bridge with a clothesline. But if anyone thinks it is beyond the possibilities of human nature, let 
him rub his eyes and look around him,” Rauschenbusch, Christianizing the Social Order, 367-368; also 
quoted in Dorrien, Soul in Society: The Making and Renewal of Social Christianity, 47. 
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than Socialism.”379 It was apparent to him that the perfect society was not attainable this 
side of the Kingdom, but that “every approximation to it is worthwhile.”380 
But this fervent utopianism within the movement that enjoyed just enough 
‘groundedness’ to be credible to so many, nevertheless suffered its own Achilles’ heel. 
Hauerwas points to two factors: the first, biblical criticism’s skepticism about the claims 
of social Christianity; for example “that the first step in the salvation of mankind was the 
achievement of the personality of Jesus.”381 Such a position was deemed untenable in 
light of biblical criticism’s view that the gospels do not portray Jesus “the way he really 
was.” Second, the cultural pessimism of the period post World War I considered social 
Christianity naïve in the light of the “intractability of many social problems that resisted 
unambiguous solutions.”382 
It was this Christian utopian optimism that Niebuhr set his sights upon. In 1932 
was published his Moral Man and Immoral Society.
383
 In it he “skewered” the faith that 
had marked the religious and political project of both religious liberals and progressive 
intellectuals: the building of an “organic moral community that would replace the 
heartless impersonal mechanisms of modern capitalism.”384 For a younger generation that 
                                                 
379 Ibid., 405, in Dorrien, ibid., 48. 
380 Ibid., 77, in Dorrien ibid., 48. 
381 Hauerwas, “On Keeping Theological Ethics Theological,” in Hauerwas, The Hauerwas Reader, 
(Durham: Duke University Press, 2001), 57. 
382 Ibid. 
383 Reinhold Neibuhr, Moral Man and Immoral Society: A Study in Ethics and Politics, (New 
York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1947). 
384 Dorrien, Soul in Society: The Making and Renewal of Social Christianity, 89. 
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refused to believe that the world was a place that was getting better, Niebuhr’s book 
amounted to a ‘Rubicon moment’, a point of no-return. The age of religious idealism had 
passed and with it the politics of moral community. For Niebuhr and his school of realism, 
“the church’s social mission was not to nurture personality or bring about the cooperative 
kingdom, but rather to promote attainable goals toward justice in a brutal, power-
grabbing world,”385 a world increasingly characterized by the rise of Nazism in Germany 
and impending fascist and authoritarian movements elsewhere. In this sort of world, 
“Niebuhr’s apocalyptic realism made sense. The humanistic religion of their professors 
was an echo from a lost world.”386 In Moral Man and Immoral Society, Niebuhr 
distinguished between individuals and groups: on one hand, while individuals were given 
at times to altruism or self-transcendence, on the other, human groups never willingly 
subordinated their interests to those of others. Morality then was for individuals, but to 
moralize upon society was not only counter-productive but also “stupid.”387 The mistake 
of liberals was that they failed to recognize the brutality of human groups and their 
resistance to moral suasion, leading to confused and quite unrealistic political thought. 
Secular liberals appealed to reason while Christian liberals invariably appealed to love in 
the struggle for a just society:
388
 neither were adequate strategies. To this extent Niebuhr 
                                                 
385 Ibid. 
386 Ibid., 390. 
387 This was a favorite epithet of his when speaking or writing of the social gospel movement and 
liberal intellectuals. 
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concluded that coercion constituted a necessary part of any attempt to build something 
approximating a just society, but admittedly with the terrible attendant risk of creating 
fanaticisms.
389
 
In his Nature and Destiny of Man,
390
 Niebuhr became more explicitly theological 
in his attention to the central importance of humanity’s fall: something he believed social 
Christianity had completely missed. Here he went beyond Moral Man and Immoral 
Society in a number of ground-breaking ways. As he pondered Augustine’s insights into 
the nature of human beings, the following conclusions were arrived at: first with regard to 
anthropology and contrary to liberal Christianity, there is no such thing as moral human 
beings, that the concept itself was no more than a Social Gospel illusion.
391
 Second, again 
                                                                                                                                                 
388 Niebuhr appeared to enjoy ‘baiting’ people like Shailer Matthews, who he accused as a “social 
gospeler” of being, “strikingly naïve,” calling Christians to be “champions of the underprivileged” without 
giving moral sanction to the underprivileged to fight their own battles for their own interests. See Dorrien, 
Soul in Society: The Making and Renewal of Social Christianity, 92. 
389 In an article entitled, “Catastrophe or Social Control?” Harper’s, 165 (June, 1932), 118, 
Niebuhr used stronger language suggesting that “it will be practically impossible to secure social change in 
America without the use of very considerable violence.” 
390 Reinhold Niebuhr, Nature and Destiny of Man: A Christian Interpretation, Vol. I., Human 
Nature, (New York, Scribner’s, 1949). 
391 In developing this conviction he drew critically on Freud’s distinction between “eros” and 
“death”: the former being the impulse for life and the latter for death. Niebuhr however believed that Freud 
simply ‘dualized’ these two forces, whereas in reality both interacted dialectically so that the death instinct 
served the life impulse. The extrapolation of this insight led to the conclusion that evil was always 
constituted in the good. “No human act, no matter how loving or seemingly innocent, was devoid of 
egotism. Purity of any kind was an illusion.” Dorrien, Soul in Society: The Making and Renewal of Social 
Christianity, 150. For a more detailed analysis of Niebuhr’s theological anthropology see Dennis P. 
McCann, Christian Realism and Liberation Theology: Practical Theologies in Creative Conflict, (New 
York, Maryknoll, Orbis, 1982), 55-66. McCann traces Niebuhr’s anthropology back to the human will to 
power because of the basic human experience of anxiety. He writes, “Taking his cues from Kierkegaard, he 
redefines anxiety as the problem of meaning raised by a human nature once both finite and free,” limited 
and yet open-ended when it comes to the limits of his possibilities, 56. Anecdotally speaking, it is 
interesting to note the parallels with the theological anthropology of someone much earlier; Gregory of 
Nyssa, for whom anxiety is fundamental to the human condition as a force that drives people to block out 
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with regard to anthropology, that human sinfulness is the human will to power, the 
human passion for transcendence, to be like God (Adam’s sin). Third, with regard to 
history, that contrary to much of social gospel thought and indeed Marxist dogma, good 
and evil are not merely opposing forces but inevitably mixed together; that inextricably 
linked to noble motives are horrendous ones: Finally, with regard to christology, that the 
cross speaks of Christ taking on the suffering and sin of the world; not to abolish it but to 
share in it, to share in the condition of the victims. 
Now with regard to the third conclusion regarding human history, the chief 
implication was that any gain toward a good historical end simultaneously created greater 
opportunities for evil. Accordingly every movement that engendered greater democracy, 
equality, freedom, or community also engendered new opportunities to create tyranny, 
squalor or anarchy; every effort to make the public sphere more humane heightened the 
possibility of producing unintended evil consequences. In short, democratic gains 
increased the possibilities for greater numbers of people to do evil things. Accordingly 
movements for political reform or transformation were more dangerous when they were 
oblivious to or claimed to be innocent of the harmful possibilities they created. 
Accordingly, Niebuhr’s thought placed on the table the extraordinary conclusion that 
greater justice would be gained and maintained not from the efforts of those who believed 
in moral progress but from the morally committed efforts of people who knew that 
                                                                                                                                                 
the certainty of the grave, to mask over the reality of death, compensating at all points. See Peter Brown, 
The Body and Society: Men, Women and Sexual Renunciation in Early Christianity, (New York, Columbia 
University Press, 1988), 301f. 
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progress was in the final analysis an illusion. In the terms of a later book, Niebuhr argued 
that it was the “children of light” who were to be above all others feared, not so much the 
“children of darkness.”392 
The implications for his view of Christian or supernatural praxis are intriguing. 
Pessimistic of a linear or direct relationship between the Christian ethic of love (agape) 
and justice in society, while also doubtful that redistribution of power and wealth would 
necessarily lead to a just or good society, producing instead a worse balance, Niebuhr 
entertained an acutely qualified vision. It was a vision suspicious of superlatives, a vision 
that was more comfortable with qualifications and trade-offs, a vision at ease with his 
particular interpretation of the natural.
393
 Dorrien writes discerningly something that is 
worth citing in its entirety, 
                                                 
392 Niebuhr, The Children of Light and the Children of Darkness: A Vindicaton of Democracy and 
A Critique of Its Traditional Defense, (New York, Scribner’s, 1944). Dorrien writes, “It expounded the 
dialectic of idealism and realism on which Niebuhr’s subsequent writings were based. The children of 
darkness were wise because they understood the power of self-interest; they were evil because they 
recognized no law beyond themselves. The children of light were virtuous because they accepted the 
existence and authority beyond their own will, but they were foolish because they underestimated the 
power of self-will. For Niebuhr, the mission of Christian realism was to create a new democratic culture 
that would unite realist wisdom and idealist virtue” Dorrien, Soul in Society: The Making and Renewal of 
Social Christianity, 120. 
393 The insight of his colleague John C. Bennett is correct: “I think you get at Niebuhr negatively 
so much better than you do positively. That is the reason why there is a lack of vision in a way, a lack of 
positive vision. It is the criticism of inequality that’s more obvious than the actual vision of what an equal 
world would be like,” Dorrien, Soul in Society: The Making and Renewal of Social Christianity, 154. 
Niebuhr’s embrace of the natural over the supernatural seemed to be connected to a particular natural 
theology, which expressed itself with regard to feminism. His discomfort with modern feminism was based 
in his view that it was the product of an “’inorganic and libertarian conception of the family and of an 
abstract rationalism which defied the facts of nature’. The relevant fact of nature was that mothers were 
biologically more intimately related to their children than fathers were…Because motherhood was a 
vocation grounded in nature, but fatherhood was not, it was not unreasonable for patriarchal apologist of 
the past to oppose women’s freedom to protect the organic integrity of the family. That is, antifeminist 
ideology was not merely ideological. Rather, the wisdom of the past ‘recognized the hazard to family life in 
the freedom of women’,” ibid., 155. A most interesting insight with regard to Niebuhr, in part stemming 
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Niebuhrian realism eschewed the utopian dimension of Christian faith and 
spurned the biblical language of the kingdom in its theology and its political 
ethics. Niebuhr thus rejected any Christian social vision that sought or required 
transformations in America’s existing social institutions, conditions or attitudes. 
This was the “Christianizing” messianism that had to be given up. His work 
offered support for gradual changes in America’s status quo, but having discarded 
the grammar of the kingdom, he opposed theological perspectives that radically 
challenged the ethos or social arrangements of American society. Though he 
supported the causes of racial integration and racial justice in America, he 
frequently urged civil rights leaders to be more patient in their demands. Thus 
when Preston Williams later recalled, “When Martin Luther King was moving, 
Reinhold Niebuhr was saying ‘Too fast, too fast’”394 
If Milbank elides the natural and Niebuhr marginalizes the supernatural, 
Ellacuría’s integralism brings both practical ethics, both praxes into a creative 
relationship. Consistent with his disaffection with the adequacy of the dualistic as a 
whole, one may guess that he would want to articulate practical ethics in a different 
manner, and this is in fact the case. Ellacuria’s emphasis upon unity-in-distinction is 
really the key that leads to a view of praxis as an open interrelationship between the 
Christian and other; to use Milbank’s terminology, the supernatural and natural in history. 
This however does not mean that he simply reduces everything to the lowest common 
                                                                                                                                                 
from his reading regarding feminism, but certainly not entirely, was Niebuhr’s reputed ‘masculinity’ even 
machismo. This is a hotly contested area with accusation and defense. Dorrien does well in referring to 
critics such as Fox and Cuddihy, while also challenging what he considers to be their excesses. He says, 
“Fox observes that when Niebuhr was a young man, ‘what annoyed him most of all about liberal 
Protestantism was its effeminate, namby-pamby faith in goodness and love.’ In the course of writing his 
flawed but generally outstanding biography of Niebuhr, Fox discovered that Niebuhr was unable to form 
close relationships with certain peers who sought his friendship. He had particular difficulty with liberal 
church leaders because, ‘they took too much time, they were passive, they were decorous, they were 
implicitly feminizing’,” ibid., 160. 
394 Ibid., 154-155. As mentioned earlier, 432, n.365, Hauerwas concludes similarly but for 
different reason Hauerwas, “On Keeping Theological Ethics Theological,” in Hauerwas, The Hauerwas 
Reader, (Durham: Duke University Press, 2001), 57. 
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denominator; that he papers over distinctions between the two. I shall analyze the 
dynamic firstly through the window of unity and then of distinction. 
Earlier I referred to Rowan William’s criticism of John Milbank’s spurious 
interpretation of the church as the community of “the achieved.”395 There Williams 
argued that the ethical is always progressively learned through history and that the church 
is no exception to the rule, for it too gradually learns the meaning of the peace and charity 
(love) it receives as gift; that the church is an historical community always under 
construction. This exercise in ecclesial humility is very much Ellacuria’s own instinct, as 
he refuses to distinguish in a mutually exclusive manner between ecclesial praxis, the 
church’s concrete ethical action in history that in some way realizes the reign of God, and 
historical praxis, the broader and often secular scheme of historical activity for justice. In 
his “Theology as the Ideological Moment of Ecclesial Praxis,”396 Ellacuria develops his 
thinking accordingly. On the one he contends that yes, ecclesial praxis does enjoy a 
“relative autonomy” within the totality of historical praxis, because the former can never 
be accurately reduced to being a mere mechanical reflection of the latter. Christianity, he 
argues, has shown itself quite capable of reworking (reobrar)
397
 the non-ecclesial 
instances. On the other hand, this autonomy is always only relative; in other words that 
ecclesial praxis can never ignore that it always remains as just a moment within a broader 
historical praxis that includes it. In his desire to “intellectually approach the reality of 
                                                 
395 This chapter, n. 355. 
396 Ellacuría, “La teología como momento ideológico de la praxis eclesial,” in ET I, 163-185. 
397 Ibid., 169. 
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things as closely as possible,” Ellacuria rightly challenges the idealist illusion habitually 
held by the church that ecclesial praxis amounts to the whole picture, or enjoys a 
monopoly of meaning, imposing the parameters and tone for broader historical praxes. 
Such pretensions he insists are the hangover of past Christendoms with their discredited 
social weight and influence.
398
 Instead the reality is the reverse: that other instances of 
historical praxis are arguably more determinative of what actually unfolds in history, and 
ecclesial praxis itself is quite naturally shaped more by these other historical instances 
than vice versa. This historically realistic reading of ecclesial praxis is best summed up in 
his declaration that ecclesial praxis, in as much as it reflects and builds the reign of God, 
is as the reign itself the leaven in the dough or the salt in the food, but never is it actually 
the dough or food itself.
399
 He concludes “Ecclesial praxis by virtue of its own real nature, 
lacks the material conditions to be the dominant instance of the course of history, 
although it has tried to be such…That ecclesial praxis should influence history…does not 
                                                 
398 Ibid.,170. This seems to be the case with John Paul II’s claim at Puebla, that “The Church does 
not need to have recourse to ideological systems in order to love, defend and collaborate in the liberation of 
the human being” (Puebla. 355). In my view this same sense of idealized ethical practice marked by the 
sense that ecclesial action enjoys a monopoly of meaning is also reflected in Benedict XVI’s first 
encyclical, “God is Love” (Deus caritas est). His position concerning loving action appears to be mixed; 
one of philosophical and theological openness to the world in his discussion of eros and agape, but in the 
same breath, in practical and historical terms extremely cautious concerning the natural expressions of love 
offered through secular social and ideological mediations. In short, supernatural Christian love remains not 
just quite distinct but frequently incompatible with many of love’s natural forms. There is then a 
philosophical yes but a practical no to the question of a compatible relationship between supernatural and 
natural love. 
399 Ellacuría, “La teología como momento ideológico de la praxis eclesial,” in ET I, 171, 
“Ecclesial praxis has as its center the reign of God, and the realization of this reign in history; a reign that is 
presented in the evangelical parable as the yeast in the dough, as the salt in the food etc., but not as the 
dough of the bread, nor the food. It is not the dough for the yeast, nor the bread for the salt, rather the 
opposite,” my translation. 
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mean that it should or could be the determining moment in the historical process.”400 In 
short then, Ellacuria challenges Milbank; ecclesial praxis, the church’s ethical action is 
invariably and intimately connected to and shaped by broader, quite secular historical 
praxis for justice. In the same breath this same ecclesial praxis must place itself at the 
service of this broader historical praxis. There is then a connectedness, a unity of sorts 
deriving from historical reality and directed to it. Ellacuria’s historical approach to ethical 
practice encourages a deeper degree of realism in comprehending Christian action in the 
broader mix. 
This is however only half the picture, for while Ellacuria challenges Milbank, he 
equally challenges Niebuhr. Remembering that Niebuhr preferred to rest his confidence 
in the natural, the restraint of corrupt human nature through the practice of balancing 
power politics; remembering that the discussion of Christian superlatives, the whisper of 
utopias such as the reign of God could never serve any good purpose in the discussion of 
social ethics; here Ellacuria offers freshness. He asserts a distinctive but not exclusive 
relevance for the Christian, for the ecclesial. Yes, Ellacuria does accept that ecclesial 
praxis is connected to and shaped by the broader quite secular historical praxis for justice, 
that it possesses only a limited or relative autonomy from it. Nevertheless autonomy 
there is, for if ecclesial praxis is to be seriously Christian, it does not and must not locate 
its foundation in broader and frequently secular historical praxis which is always 
ambiguous. Rather, it is located in a God who is very much present in history, in the 
                                                 
400 Ibid., 170, my translation 
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celebration and realization of the reign of God in history.
401
 Again then, while ecclesial 
praxis is never the dough or the food, it does remain very much the leaven, the salt – a 
crucial agent of transformation of the human person and the world. 
In this chapter I have sought to set out how Ellacuría addresses theology’s 
idealizing tendencies, challenging its abstraction through grounding it in a soteriology 
understood and interpreted historically. In a similar way to the manner in which he 
historicizes philosophy, Ellacuría turns theology to consciously practical and liberative 
ends. Just as philosophy is understood as the ideological or theoretical moment of praxis, 
likewise, Ellacuría understands theology as the ideological or theoretical moment of 
ecclesial praxis. In speaking thus, there is a clear pointer to the tangibly salvific function 
of theology, meaning that it cannot be reduced simply to reciting salvation history but 
instead in itself must become salvific. 
Most of the chapter explored how Ellacuría takes up the imperative of moving 
beyond the mere conceptual connection between the realm of God and the human world 
to embodying a real living connection between both. At the heart of this connection, I 
explained, lies the reign of God; that theological metaphor that bursts with meaning and 
that unifies the transcendent and the historical as no other in the Christian tradition. For 
                                                 
401 Ibid., 182. It should be remembered that historical praxis is not always praxis oriented toward 
justice it remains as a divided phenomenon, at times serving the kingdom of God but at others serving the 
kingdom of evil. This being so Ellacuria insists that truly Christian ecclesial praxis can never be neutral but 
must always seek to serve the former. This is where theology finds its correct identity – as the ideological 
moment (momento ideologico) of a truly Christian, a kingdom ecclesial praxis. This however is not to 
suggest that ecclesial praxis is always right: indeed Ellacuria is always guarded about this for he accepts 
that the Church has frequently failed and sided with the kingdom of evil. 
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Ellacuría, the reign of God becomes the means through which transcendence is shown to 
be disposed toward human reality; and in such a way that the reign actually does two 
things: historicizes transcendence and transcendentalizes history. 
In the first moment – the notional – theology as “reflection on the reign of God,” I 
explored the problem of Christian theology’s construal of transcendence. I analyzed three 
elements: the first, El Salvador’s progressive Catholicism where history is one, salvation 
is integral, and transcendence is above all understood historically; thus constituting a 
challenge to the traditional view. The second and third, the International Theological 
Commission and the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, each in their own way – 
the former more moderately and the latter more militantly – reaffirmed the traditional 
view of extra-historical transcendence. I then turned to Ellacuría’s considered response, 
making four points. These were, first, a recapitulation of his earlier philosophical 
anthropological discussion on the human being as realized and transcendent in history. 
Second, I examined the all-important discussion of the non-contrastive understanding of 
God’s transcendence in history, grounded in particular in the theologal where the human 
being is tied-back to God (religation) and where the creation itself is construed as 
indivisibly one, as the plasmación ad extra of the Trinitarian life. Third, I discussed 
Ellacuría’s insight regarding one salvific history as expressed in the Scriptural tradition 
so that salvation history is also salvation in history. I examined Ellacuría’s exegetical and 
hermeneutical analysis, suggesting that in particular, his handling of John’s Gospel was 
not without its problems, as he attempted to telescope John’s demonstrably dualistic view 
of history and salvation into a non-dualistic frame. I also examined Ellacuría’s 
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construction of a single, universal history, the “history of God,” reflected in Salvadoran 
popular belief, where the profane is ultimately subject to the historical-cosmic Christ; the 
Christ called to build history in its entirety as God’s history, as the reign of God. Fourth, I 
reflected upon the way in which Ellacuría expresses transcendence intra-historically 
through historicized grace and sin, reflecting the conflicting character of the respective 
reigns, both somewhat evocative of his discussion treated in Chapter Five of the 
conflicting civilizations of poverty and capital. Such sin for Ellacuría, I noted, is not so 
much about the classic Christian formulation of hubris as such, but rather about 
idolatrizing and absolutizing the limited. In Romero’s terms, this referred to idolatrizing 
wealth and private property, national security and even organization. In Ellacurían terms, 
it meant culpably turning away from God’s call and mission, turning away from realizing 
the “more,” the reign of God in history, not just the forgiveness of sin and its effects, but 
sin’s very removal. 
The second moment of theology – the ethical – theology as option for the reign of 
God, concentrated upon the preferential option for the poor, where one locates oneself in 
the place that affords greatest access to the real. Here I developed three aspects: the first, 
Ellacuría’s biblical ground of the option for the poor in the historical Jesus of Nazareth; 
second, his perception that Jesus’ own crucifixion continues historically in and among the 
world’s poor, as they shoulder reality’s weight, bearing the sin of the world, while also 
constituting the historical principle of salvation for the world. Thirdly, I discussed, the 
reign of God that stands as the historicizing principle through which transcendent 
503 
 
salvation is grounded in reality. It is the reign which reflects Jesus’ preaching and action, 
which serves as both the drive and the goal for Christian action. 
With regard to Jesus and the option for the poor, I underscored Ellacuría’s calls 
for a new christology grounded not in the sole classical preoccupation with the duality of 
natures, but in his salvific mission; in other words an approach through the lens of history. 
In doing this, I noted that Ellacuría insists upon an exegetical-historical reading of Jesus’ 
life with the focus upon the social, economic and political dimensions of his existence 
and ministry; all of which help explain the reasons for his death by execution. In pursuing 
this analysis, I pointed out that Ellacuría examines Jesus as both prophet and Messiah. As 
prophet, Jesus distinguishes himself from the religious and political hierarchies, 
challenges the accepted dogma about the basis of the human relationship with God, 
challenges the oppressive role of religion, and perhaps most fundamentally of all, 
questions the issue of wealth and poverty. Ellacuría underscores Jesus’ psychology as 
Messiah via the temptations, uncovering the permanent struggle which he endured with 
regard to the political nature of his mission and the nuanced manner in which he 
differentiated himself from the zealots. Finally for Ellacuría, Jesus’ death is not just a 
death as any other, a death of old age in the comfort of the bed. Rather it is about 
execution, because of what he said and did. In theological terms, any thinking that 
entertains the idea of the salvific significance of his death, whether involving the 
language of redemption or expiation, must include, he insists, the implications of the fact 
that Jesus was killed. 
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With regard to the crucified majorities of history, Ellacuría determines that these 
suffering servants are in fact the principle of salvation for the world, shedding light on 
salvation and appealing to Christian consciousness for a profound understanding of what 
it means to follow Jesus. In this analysis, Ellacuría creatively explains the importance of 
the poor in socio-economic, theologal, christological, soteriological and ecclesiological 
terms. Further, he underscores the correlation between history’s poor and the crucified 
Jesus, where each illumines the other: today’s crucified people de-idealizing the passion 
of Jesus and the passion of Jesus shedding light upon the salvific importance of today’s 
crucified people. The problem however arises in his discussion of these suffering servants 
as bringers of salvation. In this regard, I noted that Ellacuría never really grounds or 
explains it: it is more an intuitive conclusion, which Sobrino, Sols and Lee fill-out to 
differing extents. 
With regard to the reign, I noted its centrality and weight in Ellacuría’s thought, in 
three ways: encompassing and integrating his philosophical thought, drawing upon upon 
and giving compelling expression to his christological insights, and perhaps most 
crucially, furnishing the tool through which Christian transcendence can be historicized 
in the form of God with the poor – Deus pro pauperibus. It was this third dimension that 
I explored, noting two things: the manner in which, on balance, the reign serves liberation 
thought’s interests and agendas more adequately than that other crucial Christian 
metaphor, resurrection; and the historicization of the reign through the means of 
propheticism and utopia, leading to its closest approximation, the civilization of poverty. 
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Finally the third moment of theology – the praxic – theology as active response to 
the reign of God, I engaged in two steps: initially revisiting earlier discussion about 
philosophy and praxis; then addressing the issue of theology and ecclesial praxis. In this 
latter stage I demonstrated how such praxis challenges theological dualism through its 
grounding of the church as the sign or sacrament of salvation through its historicization 
of the reign of God. Subsequently in an application of Ellacuría’s thought, I addressed the 
way in which I consider his treatment of the traditional dualistic separation between 
supernatural (Christian or ecclesial) and natural (historical) praxes to be ground-breaking. 
In essence, I argued that he moves beyond the traditional separations as articulated in 
contrary ways in John Milbank’s radical orthodoxy and Reinhold Niebuhr’s Christian 
realism to a historicized approach characterized by a “unity-in-distinction.” In 
transcending the exclusivist separation of ‘idealistic’ and ‘realistic’ praxes, he achieves 
precisely what one theologal-historical reality allows; a genuine integralism of praxis. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN: 
CONCLUSION 
In a land that bears the name of the Savior Jesus Christ with all the promise 
attached therein, the historical suffering and pain of its people is striking and can only be 
considered a stinging paradox; for the benefits of salvation – if one is to return to the 
Latin root of that word – salus, safety, health and well-being, are clearly absent for the 
great majority. That said, in the Christian story, the economy of salvation also includes 
crucifixion and it is this part of the story that is most familiar to the Salvadoran masses; 
crucifixion in the sense of a death that is inflicted before its time, either slowly through 
poverty or rapidly through conflict and repression. It falls as no surprise then that in 
addressing himself to Ellacuría, his former colleague and martyr, Jon Sobrino said 
(I)f you had any fixed “dogma”, it was only this: the pain of the crucified 
peoples…This never left you in peace. It drove your creativity and your service. 
Your life then was not only service. Rather it was the specific service of “taking 
crucified peoples down from the cross,” very much your words, the kind of words 
invented not only with great intelligence but with an intelligence moved by 
compassion.
1
 
It was this intelligence moved by compassion that led to the extraordinary 
philosophical and theological out-put that I have discussed in this dissertation. Even so, 
Ellacuría’s work was not met with the same degree of recognition during his life, or even 
                                                 
1 Sobrino, “Ignacio Ellacuría, the Human Being and the Christian: ‘Taking the Crucified People 
Down from the Cross’, ” trans. Robert Lassalle-Klein in Love That Produces Hope: The Thought of Ignacio 
Ellacuría, eds. Kevin F. Burke and Robert Lassalle-Klein (Liturgical Press, 2006), 58-59. Original “Ignacio 
Ellacuría , el hombre y el cristiano. ‘Bajar de la cruz al pueblo crucificado’ I and II, in Revista 
latinoamericana de teología, (No. 32-33, 1994), 131-161, 215-244. 
507 
 
at the time of his death, as that of others. To acknowledge this one need only turn to the 
‘father’ of Latin American liberation theology, Gustavo Gutiérrez, the Jesuit, Juan Luis 
Segundo, or perhaps one whose name for a time became almost synonymous with 
liberation theology – in part due to his conflict with the CDF and his ultimate resignation 
from the priesthood altogether – the former Franciscan, Leonardo Boff. 
There are also of course the difficulties attached to Ellacuría’s writings. In the 
first place, the sheer lack of familiarity with and accessibility to – especially in English – 
of, “the philosophical vision behind them.”2 Certainly the complexity of Zubiri’s own 
thought is largely responsible for this. Burke puts it well in saying, 
It is important to recall that Zubiri severed his relationship to the academy and 
crafted his philosophical vision in relative isolation from institutions of higher 
learning. He preferred to form a private community of philosophers and followers. 
Moreover, he relied on his own idiosyncratic philosophical lexicon, developing a 
range of neologisms and fashioning new definitions for certain standard terms. 
This bestows a greater than usual degree of difficulty on the effort to wrestle with 
his thought. Finally beyond Spain and Latin America, Zubiri remains virtually 
unknown. Therefore, at least with respect to the North American theological 
community, Ellacuría’s reliance on Zubiri’s distinctive vision and his regular use 
of Zubiri’s highly specialized vocabulary exposes him to the risk of being 
stranded in an intellectual cul-de-sac, where his works remain largely unread or at 
least misunderstood.
3
 
Second, Ellacuría’s own material is difficult to penetrate. This is so for a range of 
reasons, including that fact that there is not in his body of work any real definitive 
statement or masterwork. Of course his “Philosophy of Historical Reality” (Filosofía de 
                                                 
2 Burke, S.J., The Ground Beneath the Cross: The Theology of Ignacio Ellacuría, (Washington 
D.C., Georgetown University Press, 2000), 204. 
3 Ibid., 204-205. 
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la realidad histórica), may come close, but even it, published posthumously, remains 
locked into the Spanish speaking world, not yet having been translated into English.
4
 
Third, because of the context in which he wrote, Ellacuría had no option but to 
balance a range of tasks: theologian, teacher, rector of the UCA and social activist, which 
meant as Lee puts it, that he “wrote his theology under great pressure.”5 This in all 
likelihood explains what appears to be the fragmentary nature of much of his work, 
lacking “the polish or thoroughness”6 of some of his better pieces. Connected to this issue 
of context, there exists also the polemical edge to his work, a product of the profound 
tensions and oppositions in a society at war. Such polemics connected to Ellacuría’s 
passionate character, offer dramatic immediacy, but also require certain interpretative 
prudence. 
Finally, the question arises as to whether Ellacuría did in fact simply restate what 
others have said or added new insights, new ideas. In putting this issue, Burke admits that 
the question is not without its own difficulties, due in part to the “subtlety with which 
specific insights and entire intellectual frameworks merge and mutually influence one 
another.”7 That said, Burke also posits correctly that liberation theologians reflect “as 
                                                 
4 Ibid., 205. 
5 Lee, Bearing the Weight of Salvation: The Soteriology of Ignacio Ellacuría, (New York: Herder 
& Herder, Crossroad, 2009), 157. 
6 Ibid. Amongst these better pieces, could be included “Historicidad de la salvación cristiana,” ET 
I. 535-596, “Utopía y profetismo desde América Latina: Un ensayo concreto de soterología histórica,”ET 
II, 233-293, “Tesis sobre la posibilidad, necesidad y sentido de una teología latinoamericana,”ET I, 271-
301. 
7 Burke, S.J., The Ground Beneath the Cross: The Theology of Ignacio Ellacuría, 205. 
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many differences as similarities,”8 suggesting that Ellacuría does echo the themes of 
other mentors and colleagues, but in the same breath, “adds something new.”9 
It is in these final words, this “something new” that I want to address. While there 
are similarities with Gutiérrez with regard to understanding salvation as both integral and 
historically located in the poor, and with Segundo in his concern with faith and ideologies, 
what is transparently new with Ellacuría is the manner in which his liberation theology is 
grounded in a comprehensive and exhaustive philosophy of historical reality and 
liberation in historical reality. Through this philosophical foundation, Ellacuría, in the 
spirit of Zubiri, launched repeated broadsides against the power of philosophical idealism 
with its deadening detachment from reality. Moreover, on the positive side of the ledger, 
he sought “to come as close as possible intellectually, to the reality of things,” 
interpreting it with “metaphysical density”10 and a transcendentally materialist 
anthropology. In essence, Ellacuría cast historical reality as the ultimate form of reality, 
as the transcendental dimension of all things, marked by boundless dynamisms, with 
accompanying boundless possibilities for historical reality and human praxis. What then 
Ellacuría does that is new, is to furnish a philosophical rendering of reality from the 
standpoint of history and liberation. In doing so, he actually does an enormous favor to 
liberation theology, extracting it from the ‘reductionist’ prison of the social, the economic 
                                                 
8 Ibid., 206. 
9 Ibid. 
10 The term is used by Sobrino in Jesús en América Latina, (Santander, Spain, Sal Terrae, 1982), 
115. 
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and the political, stretching it to embrace the broader and richer parameters of “history, 
metaphysics, culture, and freedom.”11 In so doing he confronts quite creatively, I believe, 
the protests that emanated from the CDF and the International Theological Commission: 
of course, not in their terms, but in terms that added new needed depth to both liberation 
thought and the classical tradition. 
Turning to theology, Ellacuría’s contribution again lies in his insistence upon 
building a theology in historical reality, a Latin American theology, again that comes as 
close as possible to the reality of things. As such, his theological method reflects a 
threefold structure in keeping with the structural unity within the human being himself: 
the notional, the ethical and the praxic. Each of these moments is also related to the reign 
of God, the quintessential sign of God’s transcendence in history, expressed through 
historical reality’s intensification and the salvific liberation and liberative salvation of 
human beings. Central to this process is the function of both utopia and propheticism in 
grounding the reign of God in Latin American experience and the place and role of the 
poor in both bearing the weight of the sin of the world and as suffering servants with 
Jesus, as his crucified compañeros, bringing salvation. Moreover, perhaps most 
aesthetically pleasing, if one can possibly use this term, is the manner in which both his 
philosophy of liberation and theology of liberation meet at the point of the utopia 
expressed in and through the historicized proposal of the civilization of poverty. 
                                                 
11 I have drawn these words from Burke S.J, The Ground Beneath the Cross: The Theology of 
Ignacio Ellacuría, 208-209. 
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Finally, just as historical reality is fundamental to both philosophy and theology, 
and transcendence is rooted in historical reality, so there is called for a re-examination of 
concepts; all concepts must be stripped of their abstraction and historicized if truth has 
any chance of being approximated. This demand for historicization toward the de-
ideologization and why not de-idolatrization of concepts, vulnerable as it always is to its 
own re-abstraction, and re-dogmatization, stands as the power for unmasking those forces 
that are deadly in El Salvador and beyond.
12
 Further, this requirement for historicization 
touches theology as much as philosophy and other disciplines. For Ellacuría, salvation 
history is salvation in history, Jesus’ death is a death in history, the suffering servant is 
the poor, especially the “poor in spirit” in history; and the church is the church as the 
sacrament of salvation in history through its historicizing praxis of the reign. 
The critical mixing of oppressive historical reality with philosophies and 
theologies of a liberative thrust is always dangerous, not only because of the impending 
collision, but also because of the degree of ultimacy in each. This was Ellacuría’s life; a 
life of ultimacy. González was correct in casting him in a Socratic light. Paraphrasing 
Zubiri, he wrote, “What is characteristic of the intellectual work of Ellacuría is not so 
much having placed the historical praxis of liberation at the heart of his philosophical 
reflections, but rather, having made of philosophy” – and theology – “a constitutive 
element of an existence dedicated to liberation.” It was this existence that expressed itself 
                                                 
12 I labored this point of historicization’s vulnerability to re-dogmatization with regard to my 
experience and observations of Pan-Africanism, in Zimbabwe and the Chilean left in chapter 5, n. 240. 
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so concretely, so historically, so salvificly, in the service of “taking the crucified peoples 
down from the cross.” 
Gloria Dei, vivens pauper 
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